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ABSTRACT
FIRST-GENERATION COLLEGE STUDENTS:
FAMILY INFLUENCE AND THE ROAD TO COLLEGE
MAY, 2005
MARIA VITA CALKINS, B.A., AMHERST COLLEGE
M.A., ANNA MARIA COLLEGE
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Joseph B. Berger

Much is known about the effects of college on students. Most of this
research focuses on four-year residential college students. In contrast, there is
surprisingly little research on community college students, although community
colleges enroll almost half of all undergraduates. Even less research has been
devoted to the experience of first-generation students (firsts), who are an
increasing presence in U.S. higher education, comprising 61% of all community
college students. As the first in their family to attend college, first-generation
students are, in effect, entering uncharted territory. Family support is critical to
their access to and persistence in higher education. However, firsts consistently
report a lack of such support. Research on these students has typically focused
on more quantifiable characteristics, such as demographic differences. This
qualitative study addresses the need for an expanded understanding of the
influence of parents and family on first-generation students. Six student-parent
pairs participated in a series of individual interviews conducted over the course of
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the students’ first year at a large, urban community college. Interviews explored
the positive and negative influences of parents and the family habitus on
students’ college experience. Findings yielded a model for conceptualizing
parental influence on students, focusing on particular constructs that pervade the
entire life trajectory, from childhood to college attendance, which differs
significant from the commonly accepted stage theories, which have largely
guided policy and practice to date. The constructs of knowledge,
encouragement, and action, and associated sub-constructs are discussed within
the context of an interdisciplinary theoretical framework, informed by work from
the fields of psychology, sociology, and education. Implications for policy and
practice are discussed, and areas for future research are identified.

VII

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Page
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..

v

ABSTRACT ..

vi

LIST OF TABLES .xii
LIST OF FIGURES ...xiii
CHAPTER
1. FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS AND COLLEGE .1
*

Problem Statement .1
Purpose of the Study .5
Conceptual Framework for the Study .6
Research Questions .7
Significance of the Study .8
Assumptions .10
Definitions .
10
Overview of Study .
15

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE .17
Introduction and Definitions .17
Predisposition .
20
College Choice .26
Enrolling in College .36
Adapting to College .
40
Academic Adaptation .
43
Social Adaptation ..
48
Financial Adaptation .50
Adaptations to External Factors .52
Psychological Adaptation .55
Cultural Adaptation .
57
Separation and Integration .60
Conclusion .64

VIII

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

66

Introduction and Conceptual Framework .66
Research Questions .
67
Research Design .
67
Data Sources and Sampling Procedures ...69
Data Collection Strategies .73
Data Analysis .
77
Trustworthiness Strategies .82
Ethical Considerations .83
Limitations .
84
Researcher Bias ...84
Subject Mortality .85
Interaction and Contamination Effects .86
Conclusion ...87

4. PARENTAL INFLUENCE AND THE ROAD TO COLLEGE .89
Chapter Overview .
The Students .

89
89

Joe .
89
Lee .92
Charlie .
95
Celeste .100
Emily .
....104
Jim.
107
Summary.
110
The Parents .

112

Victoria .
112
Gabrielle .117
Zeke .
122
Connie.
126
Eva .
132
Sybil .
139
Summary.143

IX

The Nature of Family Influence on First-Generation Students .146
Knowledge .150
Areas of Knowledge .151
Effects .153
Compensations .159
Encouragement.

163

Direct Encouragement .164
Attentive Encouragement .168
Focused Encouragement ...172
Action ....172
Concrete Action .173
Consistent Action .176
Congruent Action ..177
Combinations .

182

Knowledge Plus Action .186
Dimensions of Encouragement .187
Encouragement Plus Action .
187
Back to the Conceptual Framework .188

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, PRACTICE AND RESEARCH .194
Chapter Overview .
194
Introduction .194
Implications for Policy and Practice .195
The Indirect Path.196
The Knowledge Gap ..200
The Hidden Knowledge Gap.203
Habitus Broadening .
205
Work/School Adaptation.208

x

Areas for Future Research ...214
The Nature of Parental Influence .....214
College Structures.
216
College Choice and Capital Conversion ...216
Differential Access to Material Resources ..217
Perceptions and Behavior ..
219
Individual Personality Traits ......220
Summary ..
221
Closing Thoughts ............222

APPENDICES
A.
B.
C.
D.

STUDENT INFORMED CONSENT .225
PARENT INFORMED CONSENT .
226
STUDENT INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL .....227
PARENT INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL ...230

BIBLIOGRAPHY ..

232

xi

LIST OF TABLES
Table

Page
\

1.

Family size and annual household income of sample .73

2.

Interview Structure and the Conceptual Stages of College-Going .75

3. Constructs and Outcomes-Knowledge, Encouragement and Action ...185

XII

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure
1.

Page
Constructs of Parental Support .149

XIII

CHAPTER 1
FIRST-GENERATION STUDENTS AND COLLEGE
Problem Statement
Much is known about the effects of college on students (Astin, 1993;
Feldman & Newcomb, 1969; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Most of the
voluminous research in this area focuses on four-year residential college
students, although in 1999, 44% of all undergraduates, including 45% of first-time
freshman, were enrolled in two-year community colleges (Phillippe, 2000).
Surprisingly little research is devoted to these students, although recent evidence
suggests that community colleges’ occupational and educational impact is
comparable to that of four-year institutions (Pascarella, 1997). Additionally,
community colleges enroll most of the nation’s minority students. According to
AACC data, community colleges in 1999 enrolled 46% of all African American
students in higher education, 55% of all Hispanic students, 46% of all
Asian/Pacific Islander students, and 55% of all Native American students
(Phillippe, 2000).
Even less research has been devoted to the experience of first-generation
students (those whose parents have never attended college), who are an
increasing presence in U.S. higher education (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger,
Pascarella & Nora, 1996). These students tend to be concentrated in the public
regional state and community college systems. In fact, first-generation students
(firsts) are a clear majority in U.S. community colleges (Hsiao, 1992; NCES,
2002; Striplin, 1999).
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There is general consensus in the literature that first-generation college
students clearly differ from second-generation students in significant ways, both
prior to and after college enrollment. These students have unique characteristics
that distinguish them from their non-first-generation peers (nonfirsts).
Demographically, first-generation students are more likely to come from lowincome homes, and to be non-white, female, older, and have dependent children
than nonfirsts (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell,
2000). While they are more likely to have low family income, firsts tend to have
higher personal income, due to their working more hours than nonfirsts (Billson &
Brooks-Terry, 1982). Additionally, firsts tend to be concentrated in the local
community colleges and regional state colleges (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999;
Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell, 2000; NCES, 1998), have lower degree
aspirations at the time they enter college (Riehl, 1994), expect to require
additional time to complete their degrees, and report less support and
encouragement from family to attend college (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982;
York-Anderson & Bowman, 1991). These characteristics have been
demonstrated in both large-scale, national research projects (Terenzini, Springer,
Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996) and smaller, campus-based efforts (such as
Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Inman & Mayes, 1999).
Because they are, in effect, entering uncharted territory, support and
encouragement from family is particularly critical to first-generation students’
success in gaining access to college and persisting in higher education. This is
true for non-first-generation students as well. Most researchers agree that
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parental support and encouragement are positive predictors of college student
retention for all students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982;
Christie & Dinham, 1991; Elkins, Braxton and James, 2000; Terenzini, Rendon,
Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg & Jalomo, 1994; Weidman, 1989). Additionally,
studies have demonstrated that parents also play a key role in both students’
educational aspirations and whether or not they actualize their postsecondary
plans (Galotti & Mark, 1994; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999). The construct of
parental support actually consists of both positive and negative influences.
Positive support may include encouragement to attend college, help with college
selection, and ongoing encouragement and guidance as the student navigates
the college years. Parents can also influence students in negative ways; for
example, by discouraging them from considering college as an option.
Additionally, parental influence can be direct, such as suggesting specific
colleges that the student should apply to; or indirect, for example, their impact on
the student’s repertoire of coping strategies.
Although parental influence has been shown to differ for first-generation
students as compared to nonfirsts (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Hsiao, 1992;
McConnell, 2000), little consideration has been given to the nature of these
differences in the literature. First-generation students consistently report a lack
of support or a perceived lack of support from parents and significant others
(Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Cabrera, Stampen, and Hansen, 1990; Elkins,
Braxton and James, 2000; Hsiao, 1992; London, 1992; McConnell, 2000;
Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996, York-Anderson &
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Bowman, 1991; Zwerling, 1992). This has been attributed to factors such as
conflicting values and expectations (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982) and parents’
(.v

knowledge of the higher education system (Inman & Mayes, 1999).
A clear example of the differences in parental support experienced by
firsts and nonfirsts concerns parents’ level of knowledge about college, since the
nature of support will often depend on this knowledge (Brooks-Terry, 1988;
Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Riehl, 1994). Not surprisingly, most
researchers have found that firsts have less knowledge of higher education
overall than nonfirsts. As Riehl (1994) points out, “First-generation college
students do not have the benefit of parental experience to guide them, either in
preparing for college or in helping them understand what will be expected of
them after they enroll” (p. 16). In a 1997 study done by ERI and IHEP, firsts
were found to have limited knowledge of college admissions and financial aid
processes, and were less likely to complete the steps needed to enroll in a fouryear institution. Firsts are also less likely to take the SAT or ACT (McConnell,
2000; NCES, 2001), less likely to apply to a four-year institution, and more likely
to apply to less selective institutions (MacDermott, 1987; Riehl, 1994).
Parental knowledge about college affects more than students’ ability to
deal with admissions or financial aid processes, however. In her detailed
examination of the disadvantages of first-generation students, Brooks-Terry
(1988) concludes, “Parents’ own exposure to college is a principle factor in their
sons’ and daughters’ perception of college as an option, selection of a college to
attend, and adjustment to the college environment” (p. 127). Additionally,
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Brooks-Terry explores the family’s role as linkage agent and facilitator in
students’ knowledge about college. She suggests that
It is the attitudes, values, and behaviors acquired in the process of higher
education, rather than the knowledge of particular fields of study, that are
the critical payoffs from college. It is these attitudes and lifestyles that
separate parents who have attended college from those who have not.
(p. 127)
Thus, for example, parents who have not had the opportunity to attend
college themselves may encourage and even push their children to enroll, but
they may be unclear as to what it is they are actually encouraging their children
to be involved in. Parents’ lack of college experience may lead to students’ belief
in unrealistic ideas, such as the belief that they can both work full-time and carry
a full courseload. Parents can also discourage college aspirations due to their
own inability to define the “unknowns” of college. Concerns communicated by
the media may cause undue anxiety, which parents hand down to their children.
Brooks-Terry (1988) gives an example of parents who have heard that some
college graduates can’t find jobs, and come to believe that four or more years’
worth of time and money could be wasted. These parents may encourage their
children to consider a short-term career-oriented program of study, rather than
aspiring to the baccalaureate or higher.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of family influences on
the experience of first-generation students, as they move through the temporal
process of college search, choice, adaptation, and persistence. The examples
given above indicate just some of the ways in which the character of influence
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from parents and other family members can vary considerably and be affected by
a number of background variables.. Research studies on first-generation
students that take support into account, however, tend to simply examine
whether positive support is present, and do not delve into the nature of the
support, and how specific aspects of positive or negative influence may affect
student outcomes. Much of the literature disregards or skims over support, even
studies that purport to focus on the impact of external influences on students
(such as Christie & Dinham, 1991).
Conceptual Framework for the Study
My perspective is informed by several lines of research, from the fields of
psychology, sociology, and education. My overall approach is guided by the field
theory of Kurt Lewin (Schellenberg, 1978), which holds that individuals’ behavior
is the function of both the person and the environment, so that no individual can
be understood independently of his or her surrounding field. This study will focus
on parents, family members, and habitus (discussed in more detail in Chapter 2)
as key elements of the surrounding field.. Lewin’s ideas as they relate to the
present study will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.
The areas of college choice, persistence, and retention, are informed by a
sizeable body of literature, which is reviewed in Chapter 2. The framework for
exploration of the “field” that surrounds these students draws on Patricia
McDonough’s (1991) application of the construct of habitus both to predisposition
to attend college and to the college choice process. The college-going process
that will guide this research comes primarily from Hossler, Schmit & Vesper’s
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(1999) recent study of parental influence and the college choice process. The
discussion of adaptation to college will draw on prominent research in that area,
particular that of Tinto (1975, 1987). In particular, student adaptation to college
will center on first-year experiences, since the literature suggests that most
attrition occurs during this period (Attinasi, 1989). The first year is a time of
multiple, simultaneous adaptations, and provides a rich context for research.
Research Questions
Specifically, this study will address two main “grand tour” questions
followed by a number of sub-questions (Creswell, 1994):
(1) What is the nature of family influence on first-generation college students as
they negotiate the path to college?
(a) What impact do family influences have on students’ predisposition to
enroll in college?
(b) What impact do family influences have on students’ college search
and choice processes?
(c) What impact do family influences have on students’ decision to enroll
in college and how they act on that decision?
(d) What impact do family influences have on students’ adaptation to and
persistence in postsecondary education?
(2) Which particular aspects of that family influence:
-

seem most effective in promoting first-generation college students’
persistence and

-

which seem most detrimental?
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Significance of the Study
College student retention and persistence is a significant problem in both
two- and four-year institutions. Estimates of the number of first-time freshmen
who enter four-year colleges and universities in the fall and who do not return to
their respective institutions the following year range from 20% (Bragg, 1994) to
nearly 60% (Tinto, 1996). Community colleges in particular have been described
as having significant retention problems (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Burnett, 1996;
Napoli & Wortman, 1998; Tinto, Russo & Kadel, 1994). Developing a better
understanding of first-generation students will contribute to the limited literature in
this area, in order to assist college faculty & administrators in helping these
students be successful in college.
There are larger issues at stake in helping first-generation students get to
college and persist in postsecondary education than institutional retention. There
is an emerging nexus between the increasing numbers of first-generation
students entering college and the increasing complexity of job qualifications and
career trajectories in the global economy. Thus, learning how to better assist
first-generation college students has national economic benefits as well as social
ramifications. It may no longer serve our needs to perpetuate stratification in
higher education. At the turn of the last century, most college students were
white male adolescents, the sons of upper-class parents (London, 1992). The
changes wrought by mid-century policies such as the G.l. Bill of 1944 and the
Higher Education Act of 1965 purported to increase access to higher education.
It is true that today, students from poor and working class families certainly have
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a better chance at earning a college degree. However, clear links between social
class, college choice, and persistence remain. As noted by Berger, Milem &
Paulsen (1998), “the failure of higher education to realize its potential to generate
greater social equity lies partly in our lack of knowledge and understanding
regarding the role that social class plays in the postsecondary process for
undergraduate students” (p. 2).
In fact, the literature suggests that social class affects the predisposition to
attend college, the college search and choice processes, adaptation to college,
and persistence in postsecondary education. Students from families where
parents have no direct experience with college are less likely to perceive college
as an option for them (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Hossler et al., 1999) and are more
likely to choose less selective institutions or base their college choice on
proximity to home (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Levine and Nidiffer, 1996).
Additionally, attrition rates are much higher for first-generation students than for
their non-first-generation peers (Inman & Mayes, 1999; McConnell, 2000; Riehl,
1994). Above all, encouragement and positive support from parents is critical at
all stages of the college-going process (Hossler et al., 1999), but first-generation
students are much less likely to receive such support from parents and family
members (Hsiao, 1992).
If the goal of U.S. higher education is to be a venue through which
students and families can achieve social mobility and greater equity, we must
develop a deeper understanding of the role that social class plays in this process.
This requires an appreciation of those who are trying to “establish a new legacy”
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for future generations (Brown, 1997). To the extent that we can achieve these
goals depends on our understanding of first-generation college students and the
actions we take to facilitate their success. Deepening our knowledge and
understanding around these issues may assist in transforming our current
college-going process, characterized by selectivity, stratification and social
reproduction, to one of accessibility, equity, and opportunities for social mobility.
Assumptions
The present study focuses on first-generation students who attend
community college. This decision was made primarily because the majority of
community college students fall into this category. Nationally, first-generation
students make up 45% of all undergraduates (McConnell, 2000), and over half of
all U.S. community college students (Hsiao, 1992; NCES, 2002; Striplin, 1999).
An additional rationale for this choice is the author’s own personal experiences
as a first-generation community college student, and as a community college
teacher. Finally, the author’s previous research (Calkins, 2000) suggests that a
student’s being first in his/her immediate family to attend college may be a more
significant factor in retention, persistence, and adjustment to college than other
factors typically used as predictors of persistence - e g. race, gender, or size of
institution.
Definitions
Researchers differ in their definition of first-generation college student,
making it difficult to compare results across studies. Thus, it is important to
provide an unambiguous definition of this term as it will be used in the present
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study. According to McConnell (2000), the broadest and least-used definition is
that neither parent has completed college. Within this conception, one or both
parents could have attended college; the determinant is whether or not they
earned a degree. This is also the definition that has been used by the Higher
Education Act since its enactment in 1965 (McConnell, 2000). The other major
definition requires that neither parent has ever attended college at all. McGregor.
Mayleben and Becker (1991) assert that the latter category yields “a more pure
sample” for research studies (p. 232). This narrower definition is indeed the one
most often used in the research literature (i.e., Brooks-Terry, 1988; Brown &
Burkhardt, 1999; Hsaio, 1992; Inman & Mayes, 1999).
The present review favors the more restrictive definition, and except
where noted, assumes that both of the student’s parents have never attended
college. As Adelman (1993) suggests, the broader definition may distort the true
situation. For example, if one or both parents attended college, even for one
semester, they would have had to go through the admissions process, perhaps
have taken the SAT or ACT, and have had the experience of attending college,
possibly as a residential student. This will affect the student’s college
knowledge, compared to the student whose parents have no experience with
higher education (McConnell, 2000; Riehl, 1994; York-Anderson & Bowman,
1991). It should be noted, however, that although this appears to be a clear-cut
categorization, there are additional confounding variables, such as whether
siblings have attended and/or completed college (Willett, 1989).
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The only consistent aspect in the definition of family in studies from the
literature is that family members are those who are related to the student, either
by blood or by marriage. It is no longer enough to define family as parents and
siblings. Today’s families can be quite complex, including extended members,
stepsiblings and relatives who have varying levels of contact with the student,
and individuals who are considered family although they are not related. This
latter aspect is particularly important in ethnic minority and gay/lesbian families
(Carrington, 1999; Nakano-Glenn, 1994). Because the proposed research is an
emergent study, the student participants will be asked whom their family
encompasses.
It is equally important to be clear about what is meant by support. As
mentioned previously, this construct encompasses both positive and negative
influences. Few researchers who include parental or family support as a variable
in their studies supply a definition; and those who do, ascribe diverse meanings
to the term. For example, Elkins, Braxton & James (2000) define support as
parents’ encouragement and reinforcement of the student’s decision to attend
college. For Aitken (1982), “family support for college education” is measured by
whether a parent holds a college degree; whether an older sibling has attended
college (it is unclear whether it’s both or either). Weidman (1989) uses the
concept of “parental socialization” in discussing parental support issues, which
refers to parents’ pressures on and expectations of their college students.
Detrimental aspects are rarely mentioned in the literature. Those writers who
include less positive influences (such as Hsiao, 1992 and London, 1992) embed

them in discussions of the “culture clash” experienced by first-generation
students.
In this study, nature of influence will refer primarily to the impact of the
interactions between parents and students on the students’ experience of college
going. This includes their predisposition to enroll in college—perceptions and
expectations about college during high school and earlier childhood, their college
search and choice process, their enrollment decisions and behaviors, and their
adaptation to and persistence in postsecondary education? Additionally, nature
of influence will be used to refer to the content of parental influence on students,
in an attempt to distinguish which particular aspects of influence seem more
effective in promoting persistence and which seem most detrimental.
Hossler et al. (1999) provide one of the most extensive treatments of
parental influence, focusing on the college choice process, deconstructing the
factor of “parental involvement” into three parts-- influence, encouragement, and
support. Hossler et al. are very specific about defining each of these three
components. Influence involves “sending signals;” for example, verbal or
nonverbal indications of their expectations that their son or daughter will be going
to college, which may start at a very young age. Encouragement refers to
parents’ attitude, consistency in encouragement throughout the college choice
process, and congruence between students’ and parents’ educational plans for
the student. Finally, support refers to “action-oriented activities that support the
student’s search” (p. 63), such as saving for college, campus visits, and filling out
forms. Although the concern here is with parental influence after college entry as

well as during the pre-entry period, their definitions are useful and will be used in
this project. An extensive discussion of this model will be provided in Chapter
two.
The terms retention and persistence are often used interchangeably in the
literature. For purposes of this study, retention will be used to refer to a college’s
ability to keep a student at their particular institution through degree completion,
while persistence will refer to degree completion in general, regardless of
whether the student graduates from the institution where he/she started (Boyle,
1989). These terms can get even more slippery when used in research on
community colleges, since students often do not intend to complete an Associate
degree; for them, success would be the achievement of their particular goals
(i.e., completing a certificate program or learning a particular skill). Wherever
possible, the present work will take particular care to minimize this confusion.
A similar problem exists in the use of the terms intentions and aspirations
in the literature. A students’ intentions or aspirations include motivating factors
for attending college (McGregor, 1991; NCES, 1998); college choice (Hossler,
Schmit & Vesper, 1999), short-term goals while attending college, such as
learning particular skills (Inman & Mayes, 1999); and longer-term aspirations
such as highest degree intended (Riehl, 1994) and career goals (Billson &
Brooks-Terry, 1982; McConnell, 2000). The present study will use the term
“aspirations” which will be used specifically around educational plans, including
the decision to attend college, the college choice process, and highest degree
intended.
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Finally, knowledge of college refers to an individual’s information about
college admissions and financial aid processes, expectations about the nature of
college-level academic work, procedural aspects of college attendance including
the role of various administrative offices, and residential life issues. Additionally,
knowledge of college will also be used to refer to the “unwritten rules” of college;
for example, norms that guide interactions with professors.
Overview of study
Increasing numbers of first-generation college students are enrolling in
U.S. postsecondary institutions. We know little about these students compared
to what we know about college students generally because the majority of
research in this area has focused on residential four-year college students, who
are those least likely to be first-generation. Very little research has focused on
two-year college students and four-year college commuter students, who are
much more likely to be first-generation.
The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of family influences on
the experience of first-generation students. Questions concerning the nature of
family influences on first-generation college students will be considered, in order
to identify which particular aspects of that influence seem most effective in
promoting student persistence and which seem most detrimental.
Colleges and universities today are very concerned about student
retention, which is a significant problem in both two- and four-year institutions.
Most research and theorizing on retention has been done with 4-year students,
although community colleges also have significant retention problems. These

issues are important to me because of my own personal and professional
experiences, as well as research I have conducted which leads me to suspect
that a student’s being first in his/her immediate family to attend college may be at
least as significant in retention, persistence, and adjustment to college than race,
gender, or size of institution.
I will next review the literature on the influence of parents and other family
members on college students, with special attention to first-generation students.
An attempt will be made to identify particular aspects of that influence which
seem most effective in promoting student persistence and aspects which seem
most detrimental. Finally, a research design will be outlined that will enable
further investigation of positive and negative influences on first-generation
college students.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction and Definitions
This chapter will review the literature concerning the influence of parents
and other family members on college students, with special attention to firstgeneration students. Such influence varies widely according to individual
situation and educational context. This review will be organized to follow the
temporal process in which students engage as they move through the college
choice, adaptation and persistence process.
The nature of family influence on college students generally, and on firstgeneration students in particular, will be examined around predisposition, the
college search and choice process, enrolling in college, and adapting to college.
These temporal dimensions are drawn from several prominent pieces of
research. The theoretical model employed by Hossler, Braxton and Coopersmith
(1988) and most recently elaborated by Hossler, Schmit & Vesper (1999) is used
to organize the literature on the earlier pre-college stages, including
predisposition, search, and choice. Later stages of the process will use Tinto’s
model of college student adaptation and persistence (1975, 1987), which has
been widely accepted among researchers and has served as the basis for most
of the conceptual and empirical work on student retention.
The decision to organize this review around the longitudinal process which
students go through, as well as parental and family influences on students
throughout this process is also informed by Lewin’s field theory (Lewin, 1935;
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Schellenberg, 1978), For Lewin, understanding human behavior requires going
beyond individual characteristics to the essential determining forces of behavior,
which must be found through some sort of representation of the total
psychological field of the individual. “Only if we can represent the individual’s
total field of forces as they exist for him at a given point in time can we have the
basis of precise prediction of his behavior” (Schellenberg, 1978, p. 69). Lewin
used topology as a conceptual tool for representing an individual’s total
psychological field, including positive and negative values in representing the
segments of an individual’s field. As described by Schellenberg (1978), since the
events in the field are goal-directed, his topology “became a kind of path space,
expressing direction of movement as well as static relationships” (p. 69). Using
symbols, Lewin mapped out what he considered to be the fundamental
characteristics of an individual’s life space at a given point in time. Thus, the
individual’s behavior was seen as the product of a field of forces rather than
merely the result of the individual’s personality characteristics. “In Lewin’s field
theory an act of behavior is never simply caused by the person or determined by
factors of his environment. It is, instead, always a result of both acting upon one
another” (p. 70). This interplay of personal and environment is always changing.
Applying these ideas to individuals as they travel the path through
childhood, from primary to secondary school environments, to postsecondary
education or the world of work, the individual student is understood within the
context of his or her surrounding field. The present study is concerned with the
elements of that field represented by the home environment, including parents
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and family members, as well as the various aspects of the individual’s habitus,
incorporating social class, world view, and the subjective perceptions that shape
their expectations and aspirations.
In this review, predisposition includes students’ perceptions about the
feasibility of college in general, and their educational aspirations (e.g., highest
credential desired). The college choice process encompasses search, including
students’ discovery and evaluation of possible colleges, and choice, choosing a
school from the list of possibilities. Search and choice are considered together in
this review because they are often difficult to separate, since at times they can
operate simultaneously. An important dimension of this search-and-choice
continuum involves the characteristics of the particular institutions they view as
possible choices, including geographic location or public vs. private, as well as
the number of institutions that are considered as possibilities. Research
indicates that first-generation and non-first-generation students differ significantly
on these issues (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Inman & Mayes, 1999; McDonough, 1998;
NCES, 1998. Finally, enrolling in college refers to the outcome of the searchand-choice process, the actualization of the student’s choice to attend college.
Adapting to college broadly encompasses what Tinto (1987) refers to as
academic and social integration. In his discussion of student departure from
postsecondary institutions, Tinto states that most of these departures reflect the
character of the student’s academic and social experiences at college.
“Specifically, they mirror the degree to which those experiences serve to
integrate individuals into the social and intellectual life of the institution” (p. 53).
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Tinto believes that the more integrative these experiences are, the more likely
he/she will be to persist (by which Tinto means staying at that particular
institution). Although a significant minority of researchers question the validity
and/or the nature of Tinto’s model (Berger & Milem, 1999; Rendon, Jalomo &
Nora, 2000; Rhoads & Valadez, 1996; and Tierney, 1992), it is useful here in
outlining the conceptual boundaries of “adapting to college.” (Critiques of Tinto’s
theory will be discussed in more detail presently.) Thus, in this review, adapting
to college will include both social and academic issues, as they contribute to the
student’s perceptions of satisfaction with college and intent to persist in higher
education. Key areas of adaptation include dealing with academic work,
pragmatic issues (e.g., residential life or managing expenses), and coping with
the “culture clash” experienced by first-generation students (described by
London, 1992 and others).
Predisposition
In their review of research on student college choice, Hossler, Braxton and
Coopersmith (1988) distinguish between correlates, those factors that are
associated with a predisposition to enroll in college, and process characteristics.
those factors that are related to the processes of predisposition, such as timing
and variability among different student groups. The most consistent correlational
findings reported by these reviewers are the positive correlations between
postsecondary participation and family socioeconomic status, student ability,
parental education levels, and parental encouragement and support. In terms of
process characteristics of predisposition, research indicates that the college
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choice process takes place at the same time as the career decision-making
process, which is also strongly affected by variables of family socioeconomic
status and parental education levels (Fisher & Padmawidjaja, 1999; Stage &
Hossler, 1989).
While quantitative research on the early stages of the college-going
process has used various survey instruments to determine correlations among
various characteristics and processes (Galotti & Mark, 1994; Stage & Hossler,
1989), qualitative research has explored these correlates and process
characteristics in more detail. Qualitative researchers have tended to formulate
categorical schemes based on themes emerging from their interview data.
For example, Hossler, Schmit and Vesper (1999) provide one of the most
extensive treatments to date of the variable of parental influence. These
researchers followed eight students through the college choice process, using
qualitative strategies, and integrating their findings with existing survey and other
research. These researchers put forth a model that is being used to guide this
review, the four stages of predisposition, search, choice, and actualization.
Hossler et al. deconstruct parental influence into three parts--influence,
encouragement, and support. In addition to the signal-sending mentioned earlier
(influence), encouragement is used to refer to parents’ attitude, consistency in
encouragement throughout the college choice process, and congruence between
their and students’ educational plans for the student. The third part, support,
refers to parents’ activities supporting the search process, such as filling out
forms or going on campus visits. Although all three components of parental

influence are important to the college choice process, different components are
dominant at different points in the process. For example, while encouragement
is important throughout the process, support becomes more important in the later
stages, as the process becomes more action-oriented.
Another useful scheme was developed by Attinasi (1989) for interpreting
the college experiences of his subjects, Mexican American college students. His
multi-level conceptual model is divided into two parts, each centering on a major
organizing concept. For prematriculation experiences, the central concept is
“getting ready,” while postmatriculation experiences focus on “getting in.” Attinasi
breaks down getting-ready behavior to include five categories or patterns that
emerged from his student interviews. These categories are initial expectation
engendering, fraternal modeling, mentor modeling, indirect simulation, and direct
simulation (p. 256).
Attinasi (1989) found that each getting ready experience resulted in one of
two expectations-either the expectation that the participant would eventually go
to college, or expectations of what going to college would be like. Attinasi
describes each expectation as the result of an evaluative experience,
“...associated with the prompting of the expectation was a valuation—either
positive or negative—of college-going” (p. 261). Expectations resulting from
experiences belonging to the first four categories were prompted externally, by
parents, family members, peers and teachers, while expectations resulting from
the direct stimulation category were internally prompted, through the student’s
own reflections. Experiences belonging to later-occurring categories tended to
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build on those from earlier categories; for example, parents’ initial expectation
engendering formed the basis for students’ evaluations of fraternal modeling,
mentor modeling, and indirect stimulation experiences. This indication as to the
importance of early experiences is confirmed by more recent research on college
predisposition, as described below.
The distinction between “college as continuation” and “college as
disjunction” is key to understanding the differences between first-generation and
non-first-generation students. Laura, a student in Hossler et al.’s (1999) study,
reported that her college-educated parents talked about college all the time with
her. “As a result, Laura thought about the kind of college she might attend and
even about how to finance her college education, a level of focus and specificity
about college plans unusual for students in ninth grade” (p. 16). The idea of
college as continuation is a common theme in studies of non-first-generation
students, whereas firsts tend to describe going to college as a major disjunction
in their life path. This overall direction setting occurs very early in the student’s
life. There is increasing consensus among researchers that parental influence
on students’ educational aspirations is strongest before high school (Attinasi,
1989; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Stage and
Hossler, 1989).
In Hossler, Schmit and Vesper’s (1999) model, the mechanism for
parental influence takes the form of verbal and non-verbal signal sending, in
which parents send signals about the possibility of college, as well as signals
around affordability and proximity issues. “The time frame when parents have
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the most influence on the college choice process appears to be in the earlier
stages of the process” (Hossler et al, 1999, p. 64). For Attinasi (1989), this
occurs within his “initial expectation engendering” category, in which oral
communications from parents and significant others convey messages as to
whether the student is a future college-goer. Hossler et al.’s (1999) interviews
with Laura and Amy demonstrate the importance of such communications. Laura
reported that she was aware that her parents had been saving for the college
expenses of she and her sister for five years. This signaled to Laura that she
would attend college and her parents would encourage and support her
attendance. In contrast, Amy lived with her mother, who suffered from mental
instability and substance abuse problems. Amy was unable to talk to her mother
about her postsecondary plans; and her father’s whereabouts were unknown.
This complete lack of family involvement signaled to Amy that she would be on
her own. Little else can be said about Amy because the researchers lost track of
her during her sophomore year of high school.
Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg & Jalomo (1994)
interviewed firsts and nonfirsts at four institutions, and found that virtually all
nonfirsts were surprised by questions concerning what had gone into their
decision to attend college. These students indicated that “they had never
considered not going to college...these students and their parents have assumed
all along that going to college is what one does after completion of high school”
(p. 62). In contrast, Terenzini et al. found that first-generation students tended to
describe going to college as a major disjunction in their life path. Rather than
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continuing family tradition, these students were breaking family tradition. The
notion of disjunction is echoed by researchers who are also first-generation
students themselves (such as Rendon, 1992).
Herein lies the initial hurdle for first-generation college students—the
perception that college is an option for them. The problem is not that firstgeneration students necessarily have lower educational aspirations than nonfirsts (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Inman & Mayes, 1999), but that they have
“equally high educational aspirations, but somewhat lower perceptions of college
as the key road to success” (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982, p. 67). These early
perceptions are where parents have the greatest influence. Hossler et al. (1999)
believe that “parents play the most significant role in shaping the educational
aspirations of their children” (p. 133), and that the time frame for this direction
setting may begin “as early as birth” (p. 64). Brooks-Terry (1988) notes that
parents’ background determines the nature of the direction setting.
The status cultures of class and ethnicity, together with the educational
experience of the parents, are like a set of lenses. They focus on an
option in clear detail or blur it beyond recognition, bring it closer, or
remove it to an unreachable distance, or distort the option so as to create
inappropriate expectations or fears, (pp. 132-33)
Hossler et al. (1999) concur: “Since parents play the decisive role in
shaping the educational aspirations of their children, intervention should be
focused upon parents” (p. 28), particularly during the early years. Their research
indicates that throughout most of the developmental years of schooling, students’
postsecondary aspirations are shaped primarily by internal sources of influence
and information-parents and family members. These internal sources of support
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and information are important for both early development and persistence of
goals. During the later years of high school, external sources such as teachers
and peers become more influential. In particular, as the students in their study
became more actively engaged in information gathering, they started to move
beyond internal sources to external sources.
College Choice
The early direction setting described above continues to impact students
as they negotiate the next steps of the college-going process—search, choice,
and actualization. Building upon the work of Hossler et al. (1999) all three
processes are considered together within this section of the review. More
information about choice is included because, as noted by Hossler, Braxton and
Coopersmith (1988), much more research has been done on the factors that
influence the predisposition stage of student college choice and about the choice
process itself, than has been done on the search stage.
As mentioned earlier, Hossler et al. (1999) describe parental influence in
terms of verbal and non-verbal signal sending. Once a student has decided to
pursue postsecondary education, predisposition and direction-setting signals give
way to signals about price, proximity, and quality. The parents in Hossler et al.’s
study were largely consistent in both encouraging their children to explore out-ofstate schools, and hoping they would stay closer to home. Signals around price
issues were more variable, and tended to change over time. In the earlier years,
parents were more interested in price information than students, but believed
they lacked knowledge about financial aid. By the junior year of high school,

students became more interested in college costs and financial aid; and both
students and parents had more information about these issues. Parents’
knowledge of the costs of a particular college and about financial aid programs
affected the signals they sent to the students as the students were developed
their consideration lists.
Other research confirms the importance of financial factors in both student
enrollment and persistence decisions (Bers & Galowich, 2002; Leslie &
Brinkman, 1987; Heller, 1997; Paulsen & St. John, 1997). Most of this work
focuses on students rather than parents, and indicates that the effects of college
costs are varied for students of different characteristics.

Heller’s findings were

typical of this research: “Whether examining tuition, financial aid, or the net cost
of attendance, the evidence is very consistent and can be summarized in one
sentence: As the price of college goes up, the probability of enrollment tends to
go down” (p. 649). The extent to which such variations affected student
decisions was found to vary, however, depending on the population under study
and the particular cost component that was increasing.
An exception to this focus on students can be found in Bers and
Galowich’s (2002) study of parents’ roles in the community college choice
process, although 49% of their parent respondents held a bachelor’s degree or
higher, and another 38% had attended some college. Bers and Galowich used a
market research firm to conduct parent focus group sessions, which explored the
ways in which parents of community college students participated in the college
choice process of their sons or daughters. Consistent with previous findings
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(Brooks-Terry, 1988; Riehl, 1994), major themes that emerged from the focus
group discussions included parents’ lack of information about different types of
institutions and financial aid.
An important finding from Heller’s (1997) study is that students in
community colleges were found to be more sensitive to tuition and aid changes
than were students in four-year institutions. In a comparison of public two- and
four-year colleges, a $1,000 increase in tuition had a negative effect on
enrollment for students at both types of institutions. However, this negative effect
was almost three times greater for community college students than for other
public college students. Since first-generation students tend to predominate at
community colleges, this suggests that these students are more sensitive to cost
issues than are their non-first-generation peers.
It is not surprising, then, that most research indicates socioeconomic
status to be a strong correlate of college choice. As noted earlier, most
researchers agree that parental influence on students’ educational aspirations is
most important long before high school, and parental educational level is
positively correlated with postsecondary participation (Attinasi, 1989; Billson &
Brooks-Terry, 1982; Brooks-Terry, 1988; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Hossler,
Schmit & Vesper, 1999; Inman & Mayes, 1999; London, 1992; McConnell, 2000;
Riehl, 1994; Stage and Hossler, 1989; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella &
Nora, 1996). The literature on the relationship between parental income and
postsecondary participation is mixed. In their literature review, Hossler, Braxton
& Coopersmith (1988) cite numerous studies indicating this correlation. Some
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researchers (Elkins, Braxton & James, 2000) go so far as to suggest that parent
income could serve as a proxy for parent educational level. Other researchers
separate the two variables (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper,
1999).
Hossler et al. (1999) believe that parental education level affects the entire
spectrum, from predisposition to choice to adaptation to college. With regard to
predisposition, these researchers found that as parental education level
increased, students were more likely to go on to college, but parental income did
not influence predisposition to attend college. They note that “...parents who
have gone to college are familiar with the experience and are better equipped to
explain to their children how the college system is structured, how it works, and
how the student can prepare for if (p. 26), suggesting that parents’ experience of
college has an effect on the choice process and on their children’s adaptation to
college.
Cabrera and La Nasa (2001) used data from the National Education
Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 1988 to study the factors that affect the chances of
low-SES students to choose and apply to a four-year institution. Their study is
based on the view that a student’s college choice is “a complex and interwoven
by-product of numerous family- and school-based factors that enable a student to
go to college” (p. 122). Of the low-SES, 8th grade students in the 1988 NELS
cohort, only 10% were attending a four-year institution by 1994. While this
research provides guidance as to what low-SES secondary students can do to
increase their chances of postsecondary participation, it does not address the
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types of four-year institutions the successful students enrolled in. McDonough’s
(1991, 1997, 1998) research also shows how college choice is influenced by
social class, but she focuses on the relationship between students’ class and
type of institution chosen, highlighting how cultural capital and habitus influence
aspects of college choice.
McDonough’s conceptual framework derives from the work of Pierre
Bourdieu (1977), who proposed a complex theory in which he extended the
notion of capital to all forms of power, both material and symbolic. As described
by McDonough (1997), habitus is “a common set of subjective perceptions held
by all members of the same group or class that shapes an individual’s
expectations, attitudes, and aspirations” (p. 9). One’s habitus is articulated
through the strategic use of material and symbolic capital, particularly cultural
capital. Bourdieu (1977) defines cultural capital as “instruments for the
appropriation of symbolic wealth socially designated as worthy of being sought
and possessed” (p. 488). The reflexivity of this concept is part of what makes it
often difficult to understand; habitus is both a product of social structure and a
shaper of social structure. Habitus both creates social reproduction, and is a
product of social reproductive processes.
These concepts become clearer when examined in the context of
McDonough’s work, such as her 1997 study of high school students in northern
California. McDonough chose high schools of varying SES levels for the study,
in order to demonstrate the effects of differences in individual and organizational
habiti on aspects of students’ predisposition to attend college, and on their
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search and choice processes. Additionally, McDonough sought to show the
mutually influencing relationship between the habiti of families and that of
schools. McDonough (1998) describes this project as “blending Bourdieuian and
organizational culture theories in a new way of viewing the social-class based
cultures of schools as enabling or constraining students’ educational and
occupational mobility” (p. 184). Socioeconomic factors influence whether a
student (and his/her family) places more value in cultural capital or in economic
capital. According to McDonough (1991), upper class parents transmit cultural
capital by bestowing upon their offspring “the knowledge and dispositions which
the elite class values....the ability to decode or decipher the means of
appropriating symbolic goods...the value and the process for securing a college
education, and its potential for conversion” (p. 13). Applying the concept of
habitus organizationally, McDonough (1997) focused on school cultures and their
influence on students’ college choice decision-making, classifying the four
schools on the basis of SES culture and organizational support for college
guidance.
McDonough (1997) found that college counseling at the four schools
varied widely. For example, at the large public school (low SES, low support),
college counseling doesn’t begin until the senior year, while at the small private
school (high SES, high support), college counseling not only begins in the
freshman year, but assumes that all students were already college bound before
entering high school. The particular organizational habitus of each school was
found to have a significant influence not only on both the percentage of

31

graduates who go on to college, but also their perceptions of which types of
institutions were appropriate choices for them. In particular, McDonough saw the
school guidance counselor as “the organizational representative who
summarizes her own perceptions of the college opportunity structure and
transmits them to the rest of the school, thus becoming the arbiter of the school’s
college-choice habitus” (p. 189). Most of the students in her study applied to
colleges that matched some aspect of their current habitus; in other words,
colleges possessing similar levels of environmental support as their high school,
or colleges compatible with their own personal values.
While McDonough does not specify the generational status of the students
in her studies, her findings are consistent with findings from research on firstgeneration students’ college choice process. Firsts are more likely to choose
less selective institutions, and those that are closer to home (Brooks-Terry, 1988;
Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Hossler et al., 1999; Inman & Mayes, 1999;
MacDermott, 1987; McConnell, 2000; NCES, 1998). One large-scale study by
Inman and Mayes (1999) surveyed 5,037 applications to 12 colleges in the
University of Kentucky Community College System. They identified two general
issues as more important to firsts than nonfirsts in college selection —geographic
and financial factors. Their subjects placed greater importance on not being able
to leave home, needing a college close to home, and needing night courses,
“probably because they feel it is important to be able to keep their jobs” (p. 9).
Additionally, a large proportion of first-generation students are older and/or have
children of their own (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999; Inman & Mayes, 1999;

McConnell, 2000; NCES, 1998), and thus may not have the option of relocating
in order to attend college. For all these reasons, first-generation students tend to
be concentrated in the local community colleges and regional state colleges.
An interpretation based on McDonough’s habitus-based approach can be
effectively extended to the most recent work on college choice, such as that of
Hossler et al, 1999. These researchers found that during the sophomore year,
students who see themselves as college-bound develop a list of possible
colleges, which is strongly influenced by their parents. In the junior year, the list
expands, but the types of colleges on the list remain stable and similar. “By the
senior year, parents have played a key, if subliminal role, in establishing the
constraints on students’ consideration sets” (Hossler et al., 1999, p. 133). Thus,
it appears that the initial list is shaped by family habitus, consistent with Hossler
et al.’s finding that students tend to rely on internal sources of support and
information earlier in the process; and its development is further influenced by
the organizational habitus of the high school, since students tend to rely
increasingly on external sources during the junior and senior years.
Levine and Nidiffer’s 1996 study of twenty-four poor, first-generation
students also explored the relationship between choice and socioeconomic
status. “Not only is being poor a factor in determining whether one goes to
college, it is also a determinant of where one goes to college” (p. 36). These
researchers chose participants who were attending two types of institutions—an
open-admissions two-year college and a very selective four-year university—in
order to explore possible differences that would lead a poor, first-generation

student to a high-status university rather than a community college. Their
findings indicated both similarities and differences in the routes taken by the
students.
For the students studied by Levine and Nidiffer (1996), the mechanism by
which they got to college was similar—all but two named a particular person in
their life to whom they attributed their decision to go to college. For almost half
the students, it was a parent, sibling, or other relative. For the others, it was a
teacher or counselor. On the other hand, there were important differences
between the students who enrolled at the selective university and those who
enrolled at the community college. The university students were of traditional
college age, tended to have mentors who came from primary institutions (family
or school), and were three times more likely to name a family member as their
mentor than a non-relative. Significantly, these students had all started preparing
for college at a young age. All but one had a background of academic
enrichment and extracurricular activities and awards. They reported being
guided into these activities by their mentors.
In contrast, the community college students were older than traditional
college age, and each had already established a life that didn’t include college.
For them, college constituted a profound disruption in their daily lives, and they
experienced much more tension between college work and home life.
Additionally, these students tended to have much less knowledge about college
and financial aid, and were more worried about academic competence and
money issues. Half the students reported having alcoholic parents, and one third
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reported childhood abuse. Consequently, their mentors tended to be non¬
relatives.
Levine and Nidiffer’s research suggests that it is possible to break out of
the restraints of socioeconomic class, at least to a point. They conclude that
mentoring is of primary importance in this process. All the mentors in their study
were very different. “We viewed this diversity as good news. It said to us that
perhaps anyone can become a mentor. There do not appear to be barriers by
age, gender, race, educational level, economic status, birthplace, or religion” (p.
126). They did, however, have some shared characteristics. They held a
common worldview about the value of hard work and of education as the route to
success; they had come to understand a different world from the one in which
they lived; and they believed they could make a difference. The parent mentors
interviewed by the researchers showed a common determination that their
children could have a better life than theirs; had all provided continuous positive
encouragement and support; and had all deliberately intervened with the
education system in whatever ways they could. This does not imply that these
parents were knowledgeable about how the systems worked; rather, their intense
determination helped them find a way, any way. For example, one of the
participants reported that her mother “made up for her deficiencies in knowledge
about college by cultivating teachers...’She sent them gifts for being helpful...My
mom would make them enchiladas and rice for dinner. They’d come over...My
mom would call them up” (p. 73).
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Not all parents and family members possess this level of determination
(Hossler et al.,1999). For some of the students in their study, their parents’
educational expectations actually declined between their first and last years of
high school. This was particularly true of students with parents who had low
incomes and low educational levels. Since the study found parental support—
action-oriented activities such as campus visits, financial arrangements, and
filling out forms—to assume prominence in the junior and senior years of high
school, it is possible that these parents were becoming discouraged as they
began to perceive the realities of what getting their children to college would
require.
Enrolling in College
Most information on students’ actualization of college plans deals with
numbers and percentages of high school graduates who enroll in college. For
example, according to a 1998 report from the National Center for Education
Statistics, firsts are less likely to enroll in college, more likely to delay enrollment
after high school graduation, more likely to attend college part-time, to live offcampus, and to attend public institutions, especially community colleges.
Numbers tell only part of the story, however. Interview-based research (Hossler
et al., 1999) provides deeper insight into how students themselves perceive their
experiences. Such data illustrates illustrate the importance of relying on
students’ perspectives on their experiences, rather than on the perceptions of
faculty or administrators, and reveals more detail about the processes that
influence intermediate and subsequent student outcomes.
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Most interview-based research entails categorical schemes based on the
themes that have emerged from the interview data. For example, Cabrera and
La Nasa identify three critical tasks that increase a student’s likelihood of
postsecondary participation: acquiring college qualifications, graduating from
high school, and applying to a four-year college. They found that 81% of the 8th
graders who completed these tasks enrolled in college within one year of
graduating high school, although not all enrolled in a four-year institution.
Cabrera and LaNasa believe that parental encouragement and involvement is a
“pivotal force in the emergence of occupational and educational aspirations, [and]
is conditioned by the ability and high school preparation of the child, parental and
sibling educational attainment, and access to information about college and
costs” (p. 123). First-generation students, however, are less likely to receive
positive support from parents and family members (Hsiao, 1992; Terenzini,
Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996).
Richardson and Skinner (1992) conducted in-depth interviews with 107
minority graduates often public universities, 58% of whom were the first in their
families to attain a college degree. Commonalities emerging from their
interviews led these researchers to identify three dimensions that affect whether
students actualize college plans and the particular pattern of college attendance
for those who enroll—opportunity orientation, preparation, and mode of college
going. Opportunity orientation refers to “the beliefs students develop about
valued adult roles and about the part played by education in structuring access to
those roles, which in turn are reflected in motivation and goal setting” (p. 30).
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Preparation involves both the development of expectations about college and
participation in experiences that approximate going to college, such as
preparatory programs or participation in the military. Finally, mode of college
going distinguishes between students who follow the traditional, full-time
attendance pattern and those who attend college part-time or in other
nontraditional ways. Richardson and Skinner found these three dimensions to
influence college enrollment, degree attainment, and transfer rates of all
students, especially non-white students, who are also more likely to be firstgeneration. Consistent with Cabrera and La Nasa (2001), these researchers
emphasize the importance of parents and siblings as role models, especially
within the opportunity orientation and preparation dimensions.
Hossler et al.’s (1999) study provides the most detailed research evidence
around students’ actualization of college plans, since they were able to follow a
group of students from their freshman year of high school through four years
after high school graduation. Their results point to the consistency of the
students’ ninth grade plans through the high school years, the consistency in
actualization of the ninth-grade plans, and the importance of parental
encouragement to the actualization of their educational plans. During the
participants’ eleventh-grade year, Hossler et al. (1999) divided the families under
study into cohorts based on students’ survey responses from ninth grade
concerning the highest level of education they expected to achieve. Twenty
students formed their “going cohort,” six were part of the “not-going cohort,” and
eleven formed the “undecided cohort.”
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Following the students through high school graduation demonstrated the
stability of their ninth-grade plans. Of the twenty students in the going cohort, all
had reported aspiring to a college degree in the ninth grade. Following these
students beyond high school, Hossler et al. (1999) found that only three of the
twenty students deviated from actualization of their ninth-grade college plans—
two had left college before attaining a degree, and one had decided to attend a
trade school. Four of the six “not going” students actualized their ninth grade
plans and did not attend any formal education after high school. These results
offer strong confirmation of the importance of parental influence on early direction
setting (noted earlier, Attinasi, 1989). Parental influence shapes students’
educational aspirations, and those aspirations tend to become student’s
educational realities.
In addition, parental encouragement plays an important role in the
actualization of students’ plans. Hossler et al. (1999) use the variable of parental
encouragement to measure parents’ perception of the amount of encouragement
provided to their child, and the student variable to measure the students’
perceptions of the amount of encouragement received from parents. Responses
ranged from “strong encouragement” to “strong discouragement.” Although
Hossler et al. report a statistically significant difference between the means of the
two variables, overall consistency was high. For example, “of students whose
parents indicated giving strong encouragement, 91% reported receiving strong
encouragement and 8% reported receiving encouragement” (p. 102).
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In Hossler et al.’s (1999) study, the impact of parental encouragement was
mediated by parental education and income levels. Across all cohorts, 75% of
students who received strong parental encouragement attended college, 64% of
them attending a four-year institution. Students who received encouragement
rather than strong encouragement were almost twice as likely to attend a twoyear college (p. 103). The impact of parental encouragement was especially
significant for non-first-generation students. Almost 75% of students whose
parents had a college degree ended up attending college, as compared to 50%
of students whose parents had a high school diploma or who had attended some
college. Income was not found to impact students’ ninth-grade aspirations, but it
did have an effect on student’s actions five years later. Fifty-eight percent of
students with annual family incomes of $45,000 or higher attended a four-year
college, compared to 19% of students with annual family incomes under $15,000.
Adapting to college
This review has shown the importance of parent and family influence on
students’ predisposition to attend college, on the college search and choice
process, and on students’ actualization of their educational plans (college
enrollment). Parent and family influence on students’ adaptation to college is
equally significant. As described previously, adaptation to college is viewed here
as broadly encompassing Tinto’s (1987) conceptions of academic and social
integration, as they contribute to the student’s experience of college. Adjusting to
college can be a difficult process for all students, but is particularly problematic
for firsts. “First-generation students face all the anxieties, dislocations, and
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difficulties of any college student, but their experiences often involve cultural as
well as social and academic transitions” (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella
& Nora, 1996, p. 2).
Relatively few studies of students’ adjustment to college provide
demographic characteristics indicating the educational level of the students’
parents. While this limitation is partially true of four-year college studies, it is
particularly problematic in students of community college students, since national
statistics show that the majority of all community college students are firstgeneration (Hsiao, 1992; NCES, 2002; Striplin, 1999). Most research on firstgeneration students’ adaptation to college centers on first-year experiences
because this is when the majority of attrition occurs (Attinasi, 1989; Terenzini et
al., 1996). Consequently, this review will also focus on the first year of college,
examining students’ multiple adaptations, many of which occur simultaneously.
Areas of consideration include academic, social, financial, and psychological
adaptations, the impact of external (extra-institutional) factors on students’
adjustment to college, and the evolving nature of students’ relationships with
parents and family members.
Attinasi’s (1989) getting ready/getting in model, discussed earlier, provides
a useful framework for discussion of students’ first-year experiences.
Dimensions of his “getting in category,” which centers on postmatriculation
behaviors and attitudes, are “perceived geographies,” “getting to know,” and
“scaling down.” As in the getting ready category, each of these encompasses
several subcategories. “In describing their early impression of the university, the
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informants were virtually unanimous in emphasizing a perception of ‘bigness’” (p.
262). Attinasi deconstructs the descriptor “big” into dimensions of mass, distance
and complexity, which he applies to three campus geographies—physical, social,
and academic/cognitive.
Attinasi (1989) describes his informants’ process of dealing with what they
perceive as an overwhelming environment, in terms of forming “cognitive maps.”
While their initial perceptions of the campus reflected the absence of cognitive
maps, and the strategies involved in “getting to know” and “scaling down”
facilitated the development of such maps. These processes resulted in two
outcomes: the perception of a “more narrowly defined geography, effectively
reducing the amount of the geography with which the informant had to be familiar
in order to locate himself or herself (p. 264), and the decision of what subject to
major in. Attinasi sees the process of “majoring in” as serving both a manifest
function of focusing study, and a latent function—“it provided a vehicle for
locating oneself in the physical, social, and academic geographies; it provided a
way of getting in” (p. 264). The importance of the major decision to students’
adjustment to college has been confirmed in other research (Chartrand, 1992).
From his study, Attinasi (1989) sets out several hypotheses regarding the
context of the Mexican American student’s decision to persist in higher
education. The extent and nature of anticipatory socialization for college going,
in the form of defining and modeling experiences, has a strong impact on both
the decision to go to college and the decision to stay in college (p. 269).
Significantly, “the extent to which social integration influences persistence is not
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the extent to which it promotes the individual’s moral conformity to the institution
but rather the extent to which it endows the individual with the capacity to
cognitively manage the university environment” (p. 270), through the
development and use of cognitive maps.
Academic adaptation
Many studies consider issues of academic preparation or students’
academic expectations of college-level work (Brown, 1997; Brown & Burkhardt,
1999; Chartrand, 1992; Perna, 2000; Terenzini et al., 1996; Tierney, 2000). This
research provides descriptions of first-generation students’ academic adaptation
to college and the role of parental influence on their adaptation. Brown and
Burkhardt (1999) studied 653 first-year students at a large, urban community
college, 44% of which were first-generation, using quantitative methods. They
found that first generation status appeared to impact student success indirectly,
via a number of mitigating factors. For example, firsts were found to be more
likely to enroll in basic skills courses and less likely to enroll in transfer-level
courses, but the authors believe the predictors of these enrollments were
income, high school GPA, and age, not first-generation status.
Perna (2000), on the other hand, found the impacts of low income,
minority status, and first-generation status to be more direct. Perna analyzed
national survey data on precollege outreach programs from several sources,
including the College Board, the Education Resources Institute, the Council for
Opportunity in Education and the NCES). She found that low-income, minority
students, who are most likely to be first-generation, are not guided toward college
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academic preparation strongly enough or in a timely fashion. For Perna, a key
issue in academic preparation for these students is early intervention. “One of
the most critical aspects of the [college choice] process, becoming academically
qualified to enroll in college, begins as early as the eighth grade” (p. 80).
While Perna (2000) notes the importance of family influence, her study
focuses on precollege outreach programs. Such programs are even more
important in schools most likely to be attended by low-income and minority
students, which don’t always offer rigorous coursework such as advanced
placement classes. Despite research showing that rigorous coursework is
positively correlated with high school graduation, college enrollment, and
bachelor’s degree completion (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001), Perna’s analysis
revealed that “encouraging rigorous course-taking is among the least frequently
reported goals of precollege outreach programs and providing accelerated
courses below the college level and college-level courses are the least common
services offered to participants” (p. 80).
Brown’s (1997) focus is also on academic preparation, but he emphasizes
the benefits of active parental involvement. From a series of open-ended
interviews with black undergraduates at a predominantly white university, he
found that “almost universally, students reported that high parental expectations
had played an important part in their decision to go to college and in their
commitment to persist and graduate” (p. 19). Brown’s aim is to provide practical
“guideposts” to help parents, particularly parents of first-generation students, in
order to achieve a “multi-generation effect.” Children of parents and
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grandparents who have earned college degrees are more likely to also be
college graduates. “First-generation students are “struggling against a different
legacy of experience, one that may include failed attempts at college by a sibling,
parent, or grandparent” (p. 20).
Brown (1997) emphasizes the importance of parents’ active role in helping
their children to establish the new legacy. He believes parents and educators
must work together, particularly during high school. . Even when parents can’t
provide direct knowledge and personal experiences of college, they still can
establish a family value for education and for academic achievement. “They can
create an awareness of the link between solid academic preparation in school
and the likelihood of college success” (p. 20-21). For Brown, academic
preparation is critical. “The African-American students’ uneven academic
preparation for college is a key factor in shaping the disparity between whites
and blacks in earning baccalaureate degrees” (p. 8).
Not all researchers believe that academic variables are more important
than other variables for nontraditional students. Bean and Metzner (1985), in an
attempt to explain the persistence and dropout behavior of nontraditional
undergraduates, developed a multivariate model of student attrition. Their model
derives from a comprehensive literature review, and includes four sets of
variables—academic variables (i.e., study habits, advising, attendance), intent to
leave (incorporating psychological and academic variables), background and
defining variables (i.e. age, ethnicity, educational goals, high school
performance), and environmental variables (finances, support, outside
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employment). Two compensatory effects identified by Bean and Metzner
indicate that environmental variables are more important than academic
variables for nontraditional students. First, when academic variables are
favorable for persistence but environmental variables are poor, a student is more
likely to leave than if the reverse were true. For example, a student who is doing
well academically but whose car breaks down is more likely to drop out than a
student who is doing less well academically, but who owns a reliable car.
Additionally, a student who has a high GPA but who perceives low levels of
utility, satisfaction, or goal commitment is more likely to drop out than a student
who perceives positive psychological outcomes from attendance, but who has a
lower GPA. In both these cases, nonacademic factors (environmental variables
and psychological outcomes) compensate for low levels of academic
achievement.
Chartrand’s (1992) quantitative test of Bean & Metzner’s (1985) model
also focuses on the adjustment of nontraditional students. Chartrand, however,
found academic variables to be more important than other variables in the model.
In particular, “students’ degree of certainty about their academic major, one
indicator of a student’s sense of direction in college, was predictive of intent to
continue” (p. 200). Path analysis revealed a bicausal relationship between
academic adjustment and psychological distress, indicating the difficulty in
separating academic and social problems. Additionally, Chartrand found the
support of family and friends influenced both level of psychological distress and
intent to persist.
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Terenzini et al. (1996) explored the impact of first-generation status on
students’ cognitive development. Their findings indicate that first-generation
students enter college with weaker cognitive skills than non-first-generation
students, which the authors partially attribute to background variables such as
parental education level. Analyses of covariance (reading, math, and critical
thinking scores) that controlled for the precollege differences between the two
groups and for precollege academic achievement, indicated no difference in
math or critical thinking, but significant difference in reading comprehension
gains during the freshman year. Other statistical analyses showed the number of
hours spent studying to be particularly critical for first-generation students, who
tended to study fewer hours due to greater off-campus work hours and family
demands. Terenzini et al. (1996) recommend focusing on finding ways to
increase the study time available to first-generation students, which may require
family involvement. This may be difficult, since these students reported receiving
much less encouragement and support from family while attending college than
did the non-first-generation respondents. This speculation is supported by
Padron’s (1992) findings, from his study of first-generation students at MiamiDade Community College. He found that in many cases “...their home
atmosphere is often the antithesis of a good learning and studying environment"
(p. 73). For example, parents would be required to baby-sit younger siblings at
times when they needed to study.

47

Social adaptation
While studies of four-year college students (Crouse, 1982; Elkins, Braxton
& James, 2000; Liu & Liu, 2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1980, 1983; Tinto,
Russo & Kadel, 1994) find social integration to be a positive predictor of student
adjustment and persistence, research with community college students suggests
that social integration may not be as critical for this group (Borglum & Kubala,
2000; Wortman & Napoli, 1996). There is no clear consensus in the literature
that the relationship between social integration and persistence is similar across
different types of situations; rather, the relationship is influenced by student
group, type of institution, and students’ perceptions.
For example, research testing Tinto’s concepts in community college
settings has had mixed results. Some studies (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Burnett,
1996; Wortman & Napoli, 1996) have found little to support a relationship
between social integration and student persistence. Others (such as Nora,
Attinasi & Matonak, 1990) conclude that their results support Tinto’s emphasis on
both academic and social integration as positive predictors of persistence.
Wortman and Napoli (1996) reviewed six studies attempting to validate the Tinto
model within community colleges, and found that all six reported significant
positive correlations between academic integration and persistence. The
relationship between social integration and persistence was less clear; four of the
six studies found a significant, positive relationship.
The literature suggests that students’ perceptions play a significant role in
the transition to college. The relationship between students’ perceptions and

48

persistence behavior has been particularly highlighted in Berger & Milem’s (1997,
1999) research with four-year university students and Borglum and Kubala’s
(2000) community college-based work. Additionally, students’ perceptions about
college costs (Paulsen & St. John, 1997), the organizational attributes of their
institution (Berger, 2000), and the value of the knowledge and skills they bring to
college (Rhoads & Valadez, 1996), affect students’ adjustment to college. Not
only may integration not necessarily result in retention, but also a student who
stays at a particular institution does not necessarily do this because he/she
“feels” integrated, academically or socially.
Borglum and Kubala (2000) studied 462 students drawn from three Florida
community college campuses. Survey questions were organized according to
categories corresponding to the Tinto model; specifically, pre-entry attributes
(placement test scores), goals and intentions, social integration, and academic
integration. Their findings indicate some problems in applying Tinto’s model to
community college students and/or two-year commuter institutions. While a
correlation was found between placement test scores and withdrawal rates, no
correlation was found between academic and social integration and withdrawal
rates. Almost half the students reported work-school conflicts, and over half
reported family-school conflicts, indicating that external factors have a significant
impact on the experience of these students. Significantly, almost half the
students reported spending minimal time on campus, with less than one-half hour
between classes. Additional time on campus, where present, was generally
spent doing homework or socializing with friends. More than half the students
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were not involved with extracurricular campus activities. These findings indicate
that the students were not very socially or academically integrated, using Tinto’s
definitions of these concepts. Interestingly, however, 83% of the students
reported satisfaction with their academic experience, and 75% were satisfied with
their social experience. This would seem to indicate that the students’ behavior
was not demonstrating integration, but their perceptions were nevertheless
favorable.
Finally, it has been suggested that academic and social integration are
part of the same process, and attempts to separate them are contrived (Tucker,
1999). Tucker (1999) conducted a naturalistic inquiry in which he spoke with
students about their transitions. He found that students did not distinguish
between the academic and social components of their experience, although
Tinto’s model clearly separates the two “as though these distinctions had an
independent, discrete role in the lives of students” (p. 169-70). Tucker argues
that they are part of the same phenomenon, “superficially distinct, but in the
sense of lived experience they are actually indistinguishable” (p. 170). Thus,
Tucker holds that it is not possible to study academic integration and social
integration as separate entities, arguing that the concepts of vision and
community are more useful in addressing student retention issues.
Financial adaptation
A subset of the literature concerning external influences on adjustment to
college explores the influence of financial factors on student persistence,
including tuition level, availability of subsidies, student loan debtload, and
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students’ financial expectations (for example, Cofer & Somers, 2000; Leslie &
Brinkman, 1987; Paulsen & St. John, 1997; St. John, 1993). Aggregate findings
indicate that this external factor has greater impact on first-generation students.
In an update of Leslie and Brinkman’s (1987) extensive literature review,
St. John (1993) looked at more recent research and found that the amount of
financial aid had greater influence on enrollment decisions than the amount of
tuition, with grants having more influence on low-income students and loans
having more influence on middle-income students. Additionally, year-to-year
persistence was influenced more by financial aid award amounts than tuition (St.
John, 1993).
Persistence is also influenced by students’ findings as to whether the
costs and benefits of attending a particular college are consistent with their initial
expectations. Paulsen and St. John (1997) present a model for the study of the
financial nexus between college choices and persistence decisions. Paulsen and
St. John argue that for many students, expectations about financial factorscosts, available grants, loans and work-study opportunities—are an important
part of their perceptual cost-benefit analyses. Later, the financial factors that
initially influenced the college choice decision are reevaluated in light of actual
dollar amounts. If the student perceives that costs outweigh benefits, he/she is
likely to leave. On the other hand, the student may discover ways to decrease
the costs, and may decide to stay anyway. “The heart of the financial nexus is
based on interactions between students’ prematriculation expectations about
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financial factors that influence choice and their postmatriculation financial
experiences and the way this interaction influences persistence decisions” (68).
Studies of community college students are particularly relevant here, since
the majority of these students are first-generation. One study of first-year
persistence of community college students, conducted by Cofer and Somers
(2000), found tuition to have a small negative effect on persistence. For each
$100 increase in tuition, students were .18% less likely to persist, more likely to
persist if they received grant aid, and 15.96% more likely to persist for every
$1,000 in outstanding student loan debt.
These findings are particularly important in light of students’ increasing
use of loans to handle rising tuition prices, which particularly affects low-income
students. Cofer and Somers (2000) cite statistics from a major loan guarantee
agency, showing that of the total sum borrowed during the 30-year period
between the inception of the federal student loan program in 1966 and the end of
fiscal year 1996, one third was borrowed in the last three years.
Adaptations to external factors
Extra-institutional experiences affect all college students, whether or not
they are first-generation. Most early research in this area (Chickering, 1969;
Astin, 1977; Weidman, 1989) focused on traditional-age, full-time, residential
college students. Weidman’s (1989) framework for understanding elements of
the socialization process for college students is an early example of a model
focusing on external factors. In a departure from earlier research, Weidman
recognized that “the college campus does not, for most undergraduates,
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constitute a totally encapsulated environment” (p. 301). His multidirectional
model included variables of parental socialization, student background, and non¬
college reference groups, as well as the collegiate experience.
Undergraduate socialization can be conceived of as a series of
processes where by the student: (1) enters college as a freshman with
certain values, aspirations, and other personal goals; (2) is exposed to
various socializing influences while attending college, including
normative pressures exerted via (1) social relationships with college
faculty and peers, (b) parental pressures, and (c) involvement with
noncollege reference groups; (3) assesses the salience of the various
normative pressures encountered for attaining personal goals; and (4)
changes or maintains those values, aspirations, and personal goals that
were held at college entrance (p. 301).
More recently, Christie and Dinham (1991) explored the role of extrainstitutional experiences in freshmen’s adjustment to college, within the
framework of Tinto’s model of social integration, discussed below. They found
that these external forces were more significant in students’ daily lives than Tinto
has suggested. In particular, they found the most influential of these to be
experiences with high-school friends and with family. Christie and Dinham found
that in some cases, parental influence can interfere with social integration.
“Many parents influenced decisions that required students to displace time at the
university with time spent at home” (p. 427).
Supporting earlier findings that working at a full-time job or a part-time offcampus job is associated with a pattern of negative outcomes (Astin, 1977), King
& Bannon (2002) reported that 46% of all full-time students work 25 hours a
week or more, and 20% work 35 hours a week or more. Their study, based on
NCES data and conducted under the auspices of the State PIRGs’ Higher
Education Project, found that students who work more than 25 hours a week are
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almost twice as likely than their peers to have academic problems. Additionally,
these students reported that employment limits their class scheduling and class
choice. According to the report, twenty-five hours appears to be the turning point
in the relationship between work and grades; as hours increase over 25 hours,
the negative impact on grades increases. Sixty-three percent of students who
worked more than 25 hours as week reported that they would not be able to
afford college otherwise. King and Bannon suggest that students are being hurt
by a combination of high tuition and inadequate federal financial assistance.
Although King and Bannon (2002) do not indicate students’ generational
status, they report comparisons between low-income students (those from
families with annual incomes under $20,000) and “wealthy” students (those with
family incomes over $100,000). Low-income students are more likely to work
over 25 hours a week than are wealthy students. Almost half reported working
over 25 hours a week, compared to 39% of wealthy students. Additionally, 62%
of the low-income students reported that their income was necessary to pay for
tuition, fees, and living expenses, compared to 35% of the wealthy students.
The impact of extra-institutional experiences for first-generation students
is an under researched area. While few researchers have focused on family
influences for first-generation students, even fewer have looked at practical
issues such as balancing work and school. The few studies concerning external
factors and first-generation students have found that the impact of these
experiences is even greater for firsts than for their non-first-generation peers. “In
their out-of-class lives, first-generation students were...less likely than traditional
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students to have experiences associated with success and persistence in
college” (Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & Nora, 1996, pp. 17-18).
Firsts are more likely to work more hours off-campus, are more likely to have
family responsibilities, and tend to receive less encouragement from family and
friends to continue in college (Terenzini et al., 1996). Levine and Nidiffer’s
(1996) findings, mentioned earlier, are consistent with this pattern. The students
in their study who attended community college differed from those who attended
the selective university. In particular, the community college students were
deeply involved in a life that didn’t include college, and consequently they
experienced much more tension between college and home life. Richardson &
Skinner (1992) concur: “For these students, being a college student was just
one, and often not the most important, of many roles” (p. 35).
Psychological adaptation
Students’ adjustment to college is affected by psychological factors as well
as those discussed above, many of which are mediated by family influence.
These include family impact on the student’s coping skills (Feenstra, Banyard,
Rines & Hopkins, 2001); degree of student psychological distress (Chartrand,
1992); self-esteem (McGregor, Mayleben, Buzzanga, Davis & Becker, 1991), and
perceived self-efficacy (Heilman & Harbeck, 1997; Stage & Hossler, 2000).
Unfortunately, of the research in this area, much of which comes from the
psychology literature, there are few studies focusing on first-generation college
students. Several examples will be discussed here.
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Both Chartrand (1992), studying nontraditional students, and Rice (1992),
working with traditional students, found family support to have a strong effect on
students’ level of psychological distress and on intent to persist. Chartrand found
the effects to be multidirectional, either positive or negative; and Rice found the
effects to be mediated by gender.
McGregor et al. (1991) studied a mixed group of firsts and non-firsts,
finding that the groups differed in terms of self-esteem. They conclude,
“generally speaking, it would appear that having parents who attended college
has helped mold a daughter or son who perceives that she or he has been able
to make an easier, if not more effective, adjustment to the demands of their
environment” (p. 233). Additionally, the study found that the highest levels of
self-esteem were associated with students whose parents had both attended
college.
Napoli and Wortman’s (1998) study of community college students, based
on Tinto’s model, aimed to extend the model to include the mediational
influences of a set of psychosocial variables, including self-esteem, perceived
social support, and perceived satisfaction with college, which were measured
using various psychological instruments. Among the numerous correlations
Napoli and Wortman draw from their results, several are applicable to the topic of
this review. Social support, defined as perceived support from family and the
campus community, was found to be significantly and positively correlated with
almost all other variables, including satisfaction with college, social integration,
academic integration, and first-semester GPA. Significantly, better social
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integration was found to be associated with higher socioeconomic status and
lower age.
Cultural adaptation
In the literature examining the influence of parents and family members on
college students, detrimental aspects are rarely mentioned. Since this is a
relatively new area of inquiry, much of the work to date has been inductive
(Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). From these studies that focus on students’ perceptions
of their own experiences, detrimental aspects of family influence have emerged.
In particular, more detailed information on negative influences can be found
embedded in discussions of the culture conflicts experienced by many firstgeneration students (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Hsiao, 1992; Lara, 1992;
London, 1992; Rendon, 1992; Richardson & Skinner, 1992; Tierney, 1992).
“First-generation students frequently described their first exposure to the campus
as a shock that took them years to overcome” (Richardson & Skinner, 1992, p.
33). For purposes of this review, the term culture is used to refer to students’
habitus; however, the emphasis here is more on generational and socioeconomic
status than on race or ethnic background.
An early study of first-generation college students by Billson & BrooksTerry (1982) noted that “the new values and behaviors that first-generation
students must develop if they are to achieve their long-term goals...carry some
degree of conflict with the norms of their families and peers in the community of
origin” (p. 67). These researchers used “congruence” scale scores to measure
students’ perceptions of the differences between their own and their parents’
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attitudes. Billson & Brooks-Terry found an inverse relationship between the
variables of parental education and congruence—the lower the parents’
education level, the greater the incongruity between the student’s values and
their perception of parental values. Firsts were found to experience higher levels
of cultural conflict, and to receive less emotional and financial support for their
college attendance. First-generation students “are making a longer jump from
the social status of their parents than are second-generation students. And they
are making that jump with fewer resources and less support and positive role
modeling from significant others” (p. 74).
Hsiao (1992) believes one of the greatest challenges facing firstgeneration students is “their position on the margin of two cultures—that of their
friends and family and that of their college community” (p. 2). Because college
represents a significant break from the past for first-generation students,
problems increase as students begin to take on the symbols of the college
culture, such as vocabulary or style of dress. London (1992) describes how one
student, as she was adapting to college, deliberately “tried out” a new thing—
listening to classical music—on her family. The problem was not that her parents
disliked classical music, but that she suspected that among her family and old
friends, this would be taken as a sign of her breaking away.
Wanting to check on the possible consequences of this breaking away for
her relationships with the people for whom she cared, she staged
‘evidence’ of change that as it turned out ratified her fears: people were
‘wary and leery’ of the changes and, more specifically, of losing her. (p. 9)
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The more parents view college as an “other,” the less supportive they tend
to be (London, 1992). For example, enrolling in a community college is often
viewed as acceptable by parents because it’s close to home and they may know
others who have attended. Lara (1992), a Latina of African descent and
daughter of immigrant parents, reports that her going to college did not
immediately create emotional distress between she and her family because she
began her college career at a community college.
As a commuter student, going to and from the community college
campus was not very different from going to and from high school.
I came home every afternoon and participated in the same family
activities that I had while in high school, and I continued to conform
to my family’s expectations. From their point of view, not much had
changed (p. 65).
Flowever, when she transferred to an out-of-state college, her parents felt she
was ungrateful and that she was being negatively influenced by American ideas.
These experiences are echoed by the biographical writings of researchers who
were also first-generation students (Padron, 1992; Rendon, 1992).
First-generation students are more likely to experience obstructionist
attitudes behaviors from family members than are nonfirsts (Padron, 1992;
Rendon, 1992). Rendon (1992) tells of her own mother’s nonverbal signals to
her that attending college was not her mother’s idea of what an idea daughter
should do. “I knew that for her the ideal daughter would promptly, after
graduating from high school, get a job so that her mother would not have to work
anymore. Even today I often find myself trying to make up for the fact that I did
not fit this ideal vision” (p. 58).
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Padron (1992), reporting on first-generation students at Miami-Dade
Community College, finds that students can be subject to ridicule and insult:
“Now you’re in college, you think you’re better than me” (p. 73). One student,
who had worked all summer to save for tuition, was conflicted over what to do
when his mother asked him to use the money to buy her a car. Often parents are
indifferent or antagonistic toward the educational system based on their own
negative experiences; and this often starts at the secondary level.
Separation and integration
Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) offers what is currently considered the “party
line” on successful adaptation to college. In order to have a positive adaptation
to college, and in order to be more likely to persist, students must separate. This
means they must trade in the values, norms, and behaviors of their old
communities (parents, siblings, friends) for those which are more collegecongruent. To the extent that a student can separate, and adopt the values and
norms of college life, he or she will become socially and academically integrated
into the college community. Successful integration, in Tinto’s model, results in
positive adaptation to and persistence in college.
There is an enormous body of literature that tests and/or elaborates on
Tinto’s model or various aspects of the model. Research supporting his
paradigm abounds in this literature. Tucker (1999) estimates that 200 North
American studies have been based on the Tinto model. In particular, the
concepts of social and academic integration are a common focus for research
(Berger, 1997; Elkins, Braxton & James, 2000; Nora, 2001). Recent work from
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the fields of higher education (Berger & Milem, 1999; Rendon, Jalomo & Nora,
2000; Rhoads & Valadez, 1996), psychology (Chartrand, 1992; Rice, 1992), and
anthropology (Tierney, 1992) has questioned the validity of Tinto’s separation
requirement.
Indeed, the necessity of separating from past communities in Tinto’s
model brings up an important question, given the topic of this review. As has
been shown, the literature clearly indicates that students need support and
encouragement from past communities, If members of old communities must be
rejected, then where will students get the support and encouragement that they
need to help them adjust to college? This may not be an either/or question; it
may be that the nature of student-family adaptation evolves over time. As
research has shown (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Hossler et al., 1999), parents
and family members influence students from childhood through high school, and
continue to influence students as they make their way through college. As
students’ redefine their own roles, perhaps their relationship with parents and
family undergoes a similar redefinition. Some of the emerging research in this
area questions the belief that successful adjustment to college requires a
significant break with communities of the past.
Berger and Milem (1999) suggest that perhaps it is the students who
already have college-congruent norms, values, and behaviors upon entry who
are the ones most likely to persist. Berger and Milem believe that their findings
do not support Tinto’s conceptualization of the integration process. Instead, they
“offer support for the idea that students who successfully integrate into the
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academic and social subsystems of a college do so not at the expense of their
home backgrounds, but because of them” (p. 661).
The students in Christie and Dinham’s (1991) study retained numerous
ties to their parents, and reported that their parents still had influence over their
decisions. In some cases, parental influence inhibited the students’ social
integration and persistence; for example, some parents urged students to
transfer to a school closer to home. In other cases, parental influence facilitated
social integration and persistence; for example, urging students to participate in
extracurricular activities, “...these findings indicate that it was not necessary for
the students to completely separate from their parents in order to begin the
process of social integration; although partial separation facilitated this process”
(p. 429).
Other researchers question the ontological and epistemological
assumptions that underlie Tinto’s model (Rendon et al., 2000; Rhoads &
Valadez, 1996). For example, the basic assumption behind integration is that
“there is one ‘dominant’ culture, and...in order to succeed, members of minority
cultures should become more similar to this dominant culture” (Rendon et al.,
2000, p. 132). Another basic assumption is that there is a single “college culture”
to try to integrate into. Tinto implies that “a uniform set of values and attitudes
exist in an institution, and it’s the individual’s task to adapt to the status quo”
(Tierney, 1992, p. 607).
In an anthropological analysis of Tinto’s “rites of passage” conception,
Tierney (1992) explains how Tinto has misinterpreted the meanings of “ritual,”
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and thus has created a model that may actually harm minority, low-income, and
other “non-traditional” students as they attempt to adapt to college. Rituals of
transition are not meant to refer to a situation in which an individual moves from
one culture to another; rather, they occur within one particular culture. If we
accept Tinto’s conception of culture and his characterization of a student’s
transition to college as moving from one culture to another, Tierney argues, then
it follows that the transition to college cannot be similar for all types of students.
“An American Indian who sets foot on a mainstream campus undergoes a
disruptive cultural experience not because college is a rite of passage, but
because the institution is culturally distinct from the Indian youth’s own culture”
(p. 608).
Along these lines, some researchers believe that students can honor their
ethnic and background identity and still succeed in college (Rendon et al., 2000;
Tierney, 1992). Tierney (1992) believes the goal of persistence efforts is not to
figure out how to help students integrate into the system, but to change the
system through experiences that validate and respect students’ individual
identities. Tinto’s separation requirement is non-validating for many students,
telling them, in essence, that their background is generally bad and/or not
important and must be abandoned. Rendon et al. (2000) propose that this could
be done through “validating experiences”--incidents in which some individual
validating agent confirms a student’s worth and identity. Validating agents can
be individuals in or out of the classroom, who made use of interpersonal and
academic validation...took an active interest in students...provided
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encouragement...and affirmed them as being capable of doing academic work
and supported them in their academic endeavors and social adjustment” (pp.
146-47). In Tinto’s model, involvement is defined by the dominant group’s
perspective; for example, membership in clubs or campus organizations.
Rendon et al. points out that not all students define “involvement” in this way.
Validation replaces involvement. Students can become involved (perceive that
they are involved) through something as simple as a relationship with one
validating agent, who could be anyone—a professor, a mailroom clerk, or the
college president.
Conclusion
The literature clearly shows that college students, particularly firstgeneration students, need support and encouragement from past communities.
Research suggests that parents play a key role in students’ educational
aspirations, college search and choice processes, and whether or not they
actualize their postsecondary plans. Additionally, research indicates that
parental support and encouragement are positive predictors of college student
retention.
Yet the most widely accepted model of student persistence, that of Tinto
(1975, 1987), requires that students dissociate themselves from communities of
the past, including those associated with the family. “Such communities differ
from college not only in composition but also in the values, norms, and
behavioral and intellectual styles that characterize their everyday life” (Tinto,
1987, p. 95). This leaves most first-generation students in an uncomfortable
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position on the margin between two cultures. “These students live and share in
the life and traditions of two distinct cultures, never quite wanting or willing to
break with their past, even if permitted to do so, and never fully accepted,
because of prejudice, in the culture in which they seek a place (London, 1992, p.
7). Adding to this conflict are higher education professionals who, if they adhere
to the prevailing theories, may urge these students to make a clean break from
past communities or risk failure in college.
It may be more helpful to students, and increase college retention rates at
the same time, if their experience of conflict can be normalized, seen as part of
an overall developmental process. The nature of the relationship between
student and family members evolves over time. Research indicates that college
has significant impacts on students, and as students redefine their own roles, it is
likely that their relationship with family members undergoes a similar redefinition.
Increasing our understanding of the nature of family influence on students may
help smooth the transition process for students, their families, and institutions of
higher education.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Introduction & Conceptual Framework
This chapter outlines the research design used for this in-depth
exploration of the positive and negative influences of family on first-generation
college students. As the foregoing literature review shows, parents and family
members play a key role in students’ negotiation of the path to college. The
nature of influence from parents and family, positive or negative, affects students’
perception of college as a possibility for them, their search and choice processes,
likelihood of enrollment, and adaptation to college. Clearly, support and
encouragement from parents and family are significant predictors of students’
persistence in higher education. Yet few studies have specifically addressed this
important factor.
This research project sought to add to our understanding of the role family
influence plays in shaping first-generation students’ experiences and outcomes,
as they travel the path to college that extends from childhood through high school
graduation and beyond. It is clear from the literature that students whose parents
have no personal experience with college are less likely to enroll in
postsecondary education, are more likely to be academically underprepared, and
tend to have more problems in social adjustment to college than their peers
(Brooks-Terry, 1988; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001). Although these students travel
a rocky road, the literature in this area is limited. Increasing our understanding of
these students’ experiences will help parents, family members, and higher
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education professionals to better assist them as they negotiate the path to
college.
Research questions
The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of family influences
on the experience of first-generation students. Specifically, this study addressed
two main research questions: (1) What is the nature of family influence on firstgeneration college students as they negotiate the path to college-predisposition,
the search and choice processes, enrollment, and finally adaptation to and
persistence in college? and (2) Which particular aspects of that influence seem
most effective in promoting first-generation college students’ persistence and
which seem most detrimental? Qualitative data was collected, describing from
the students’ and family members’ point of view, the context surrounding their
college-going process and the meanings they made of their experiences, in an
attempt to answer these questions.
Research design
A qualitative methodological approach utilizing interviews was chosen for
this study for several reasons-the emergent nature of the research topic, and the
subjective, process-oriented character of the research goals. Family influence on
college students, particularly on first-generation students, is a new area of study.
Few studies have explored the impact of family influences on the experience of
first generation students, and the literature provides little data on students’ and
family members’ perceptions of their experiences around the college goingprocess. Consequently, attempts to develop hypotheses would have involved
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little more than guesswork. Additionally, the literature provides little guidance on
which variables might be important in an examination of family influences on
students’ predisposition to attend college, and on students’ experiences as they
negotiate the temporal process of college choice, adaptation, and persistence.
The research goals in this study were to explore students’ and family
members’ experiences and perceptions of their experiences. Analyzing interview
data for the purpose of revealing individuals’ perceptions of their own
experiences necessarily involves the assumption that reality is subjective and
multiple. As explained by Goetz and LeCompte (1984), describing cultural and
behavioral patterns as they are viewed by the group under investigation, involves
using strategies to elicit and analyze subjective data. “The goal is to reconstruct
specific categories that participants use to conceptualize their own experiences
and world view (p. 6).
The semi-longitudinal approach taken in this study, in which six studentparent pairs were interviewed separately four times over the course of one
academic year (August 2003 - June 2004), was designed to follow the temporal
process in which students engaged—predisposition, college search and choice,
adaptation and persistence. This research design facilitated a truly in-depth
exploration of the positive and negative influences of family on a group of firstgeneration students at an urban community college.
It must be noted, however, that because the research questions
addressed in this project are process-oriented, it was important to consider the
larger process that encompasses the temporal stages as well as each separate
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stage, particularly when drawing conclusions from the interview data. Examining
the issues, experiences, and process of each stage separately was helpful in
developing a better understanding of the overall process. In the final analysis,
however, these stages are part of the larger process that incorporates the
characteristics of a students’ path to college within their overall life trajectory.
The tasks and issues of any one particular stage have necessarily been shaped
by what has gone before, and also shape what is to come in future stages.

For

example, experiences from a student’s childhood that affect his/her
predisposition to consider college as an option are imprinted on the student’s
college search and choice processes. Outcomes from those search and choice
processes, in turn, influence students’ adaptation to college. Students are
continually processing information, experiences, and perceptions, and
incorporating the past and present into the future. Thus, these education-related
experiences are inextricably interconnected within the continuum of the student’s
life experiences.
Data Sources and Sampling Procedures
The research setting in this study was an urban community college with
approximately 7,000 full- and part-time students. This type of institution was
selected because the literature shows community colleges to be an informationrich source for the study of first-generation students.
A large initial sample was used for two main reasons. First, the literature
indicates that first-generation students in both two- and four-year institutions are
more likely to drop out during the first semester and are less likely to return for
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their second year than non-first-generation students (Inman & Mayes, 1999;
NCES, 1998; Riehl, 1994). Thus, it was important to have a large pool of
students for this yearlong study. Second, a widely diverse group of participants
was desired. Findings from even a small sample of wide diversity can yield
“important shared patterns that cut across cases and derive their significance
from having emerged out of heterogeneity” (Patton, 1990, p. 172). To this end,
maximum variation sampling was used, a type of purposeful sampling that
requires a large initial sample. Large groups of prospective student participants
at the research site, a large, urban community college, learned about the study
through mailings and class presentations, with the help of the college’s first-year
retention program, academic advising center and several of my faculty
colleagues.
The final sample consisted of six first-generation students and their
families (see Table 1). This final sample size was chosen for two reasons. First,
a small number of participants would be involved in the interview process
because the type of data necessary to satisfy the purpose of this study is
necessarily in-depth and intensive. Generalizability was not the goal; rather, this
research aimed to explore participants’ experiences and their perceptions of
those experiences. Second, selecting six students was likely to ensure that at
least four students will be likely to complete their first year at the community
college and to indicate their intent to continue their postsecondary education the
second year, either at the community college or at another institution. According
to NCES (2001) data, of first-generation students who begin their postsecondary
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education in a four-year institution, 23% leave during or after the first year. Of
first-generation students beginning in a two-year institution, over 40% leave
during or after the first year. Thus, statistics indicate that of a six-student sample,
four students will complete their first year of college.
The planned criteria for participation in the study were threefold: The
student participant had to be a first-generation college student, one whose
parents had never attended college. Additionally, the student had to live with at
least one parent, and be financially dependent upon that parent. Finally, the
student’s family needed to be low-income, defined in this study as eligibility for
free or reduced price lunches in the National School Lunch Program. In this
program, a child living in a four-person household is eligible for a free lunch if the
household income is 130% poverty ($21,710) or less, while reduced price
lunches require a household income of less than 185% poverty ($30,895).
Rounding this figure for convenience, the planned annual household income
cutoff for this study was $30,000 for a family of four.
New students entering the college in the fall of 2004 were required to
complete a survey, designed by the Dean of Enrollment and Retention, who was
kind enough to include specific questions that would help me identify prospective
study participants. The study criteria were applied to the 700 student surveys
completed by early August 2004, yielding 80 prospective participants, who were
then contacted by mail to request their participation. The Dean generously
provided the secretarial support to accomplish this mailing. Ten students
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responded to the mailing, and meetings with these students and family members
living with them yielded two student-parent pairs.
According to the survey data, 35% of students reported that neither of
their parents had ever attended college, and 58% reported that they lived with
one or more parents. These numbers were sufficient to yield a large sample pool
for the study. The income level criterion, however, proved more problematic.
Just over 20% of students reported an annual household income that would
qualify them for participation in the study. Of these students, a significant
number reported that their parents spoke a language other than English,
including Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, and Farsi. Additionally, few
students falling into this income range reported a family size of four or more.
Because this criterion severely limited the sample pool, the decision was
made to include as many of these low-income students as possible, and then to
complete the sample with students whose annual household incomes fell into the
range reported by the most surveyed students. Thirty-seven percent of new
students reported annual household incomes of $20,000 to $59,000. This level
is still significantly below the median income level in Worcester County.
Next, I conducted presentations in four classes identified as likely to
contain first-generation students, during the first week of the Fall 2003 semester.
Using the study criteria, fifteen students were ultimately identified as qualified to
participate in the study. These students were contacted by phone, and meetings
thereon yielded four additional student-parent pairs. Information on the final
sample is given in Table 1 below.
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Table 1. Family size and annual household income of sample

Household

Family Size

Annual Income

Jim & Sybil

3

under $20,000

Emily & Eva

2

under $30,000

Charlie & Zeke

3

under $30,000

Celeste & Connie

4

$30,000 - 39,999

Joe & Victoria

5

$55,000 - 59,999

Lee & Gabrielle **

3

$60,000 - 64,999

* Zeke was not the parent living in the household.
** Lee’s family lives in a more expensive part of the county, closer to the Boston area.

Data Collection Strategies
The primary method of data collection was a series of interviews with the
student and parent participants. Students and parents were interviewed
separately in order to preserve confidentiality. Guided by the college-going
stages used in the literature review, the interviews were conducted so as to
explore the temporal process in which the student participants engagedpredisposition, college search and choice, adaptation and persistence (see Table
2 below).
The decision to begin the course of interviews just prior to students’
college entrance had both disadvantages and advantages. A disadvantage of
starting the interview series just prior to college entrance is that students and
parents will be recalling background factors and the college search and choice

73

r

process. Hossler, Schmit and Vesper (1999) and others (Brooks-Terry, 1988)
believe that early direction-setting from parents has the greatest influence on
students’ predisposition to attend college, and that the time frame for this
direction-setting begins very early in life. Hossler et al. (1999) found that during
the early years of schooling, students’ postsecondary aspirations are shaped
largely by parents and family members, switching to external sources of support
and information only in the latter years of high school. In their longitudinal study,
Hossler et al. (1999) began following students in eighth grade.
Starting the interview series just prior to college entrance was intended to
build on the findings of Hossler et al. (1999). Although these researchers
followed their participants until four years after high school graduation, their
primary emphasis was on predisposition, search, and choice. Other recent
research in this area (such as McDonough, 1997) has a similar focus. In this
study, participants reflected on these processes, but primary emphasis was on
their first year of college, encompassing enrollment, adaptation, retention, and
persistence.
All interviews were conducted in the participants’ homes by the
researcher, using a tape recorder and notes. The length of each interview was
typically 60 to 90 minutes, although in several instances interviews were
somewhat shorter or longer than this average. Of the forty-five interviews
conducted, thirty-three were transcribed by the researcher, and twelve by a
transcription service.
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Originally forty-eight interviews had been planned, four interviews with
each of the twelve participants. However, difficulties were encountered with one
parent-student pair, Jim and Sybil. Sybil had missed her second interview
because she was recovering from surgery. No fourth interview was conducted
with either Jim or Sybil. Every effort was made to contact them; however, they
simply dropped out of sight. It is perhaps significant that this was the lowest
income family in the study, with one unemployed parent living in the home. The
literature suggests that low-income students are among the most difficult to
study, possibly due to their difficulties managing the multiple demands placed on
them as they attend college. It is frustrating to realize that often those we went to
understand best are those least likely to follow through on a multi-phase research
project.
The first set of interviews with students and parents took place, in most
cases, just prior to the student’s beginning college, in order to examine
background, biographical antecedents and context, including predisposition, and
recollections of the college search and choice process. These interviews
followed a semi-structured protocol, in order to ensure that similar initial data was
gathered from all participants. The protocols for the first student and parent
interviews are contained in Appendices C and D. The questions for this interview
were based on the research questions of Hossler, Schmit and Vesper (1999)
with regard to predisposition, college search, and college choice.
Later interviews were somewhat less structured, given the emergent
nature of the study and the decision to conduct analysis simultaneously with data
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collection. The second set of interviews focused on initial college adaptations
and the meanings participants made of their experiences, and took place about
two months into the students’ first semester. The third set of interviews
continued to explore participants’ adaptation and the evolving nature of their
relationships with family, and was conducted in the break between first and
second semesters. The final interviews were conducted at the end of the first
year.
An additional consideration in students’ family situations was the
possibility that an older sibling has attended or is currently attending college. As
noted by Willett (1989), students and parents may be introduced to college
culture by such siblings. It has been suggested that this has a significant impact
on parents’ and students’ knowledge about college (Inman & Mayes, 1999). For
this reason, I asked parents and students about this issue, adjusted interview
questions accordingly, and noted the presence of this variable in discussions of
my final results.
Data Analysis
The “lens” that was used in analyzing the data in this study was the view
of the participants being investigated, not that of the researcher. A
phenomenological approach was taken to data analysis, searching for the
themes of meaning in participants’ experiences. Rossman and Rallis (1998)
describe this approach in which the researcher seeks to generate “broad
categories...with subthemes to elaborate the topography of meaning” (p. 174).
Indigenous typologies (the emic view) will be constructed, those “expressed by
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participants and generated through...analysis of how they [participants] use
language and what they express” (p. 179).
Because the typologies constructed from the data were participantconstructed, it was difficult to predict the categories and sub-themes that would
emerge. The questions for each series of interviews, therefore, needed to
address both the issues and processes of the temporal stage being explored, the
overarching process of college-going, and questions brought up by the
participant’s previous interview data.
To this end, it was important that I, as the interviewer, do all the transcribing
from the first three sets of interviews. This facilitated early immersion in the data,
and allowed me to design individual interview guides. For example, after
transcribing the first wave of twelve interviews, I created personalized protocols
for each participant’s second interview. These protocols contained the questions
that I had originally planned to explore the temporal stage at hand, as well as
questions designed to address issues that had arisen during the first interview,
which were unique to that participant. This process was repeated in designing
i

the protocols for the third and fourth interviews.
At the outset of the project, I had chosen the constant comparative method
for data analysis, as a means of developing a grounded theory of family
influences on these students. As described by Merriam (1998), the basic
strategy of this method involves ongoing comparison of data and tentative
categories. “Comparisons are constantly made within and between levels of
conceptualization until a theory can be formulated” (p. 159). Since the goal of
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the present research was to move beyond basic ethnographic description in
order to construct categories or themes that capture recurring patterns in the
interview data, this method proved to be an appropriate choice.
The actual procedure I used was a slight variation on this method, utilizing
the transcription process to facilitate ongoing comparison of data and
identification of tentative categories. Additionally, analytic memoranda were
written throughout the year. According to Rossman and Rallis (1998), such
memoranda are “an important part of developing insights” (p. 207). It was
expected that a heuristic element would be included in the analysis, due to the
very relevant experiences of the researcher, and the use of analytic memoranda
assisted greatly in managing researcher bias. The first memorandum was
produced in October, 2003, when I was transcribing the first set of interviews,
and the last memorandum a year later, which recorded preliminary thoughts on
the data towards the end of the coding process.
Thus, analysis was done simultaneously with data collection, both in and
out of the field, as recommended by Merriam (1998). This was guided by
suggestions from Bodgan and Biklen (1992), who advise researchers to force
themselves to make decisions that narrow the study so as to end up with
specific, appropriate data; to plan data collection according to findings from
previous data collection; to make copious observer comments both in and out of
the field; to discuss tentative themes with the subjects themselves (164).
The resulting interview transcripts, notes and memoranda, numbering over
1200 pages, were managed using QSR NVivo, a software product designed to
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help the qualitative researcher manage large amounts of data and to facilitate
data coding and analysis. NVivo was chosen for its user-friendly design, for its
versatility in coding, and for its 2000-page capacity. It should be noted here that
computer programs do not analyze qualitative data, they only manage it, as
emphasized by Reid (1992) and others.
The flexibility of the NVivo software allowed me to code information in
discrete ways; for example, a section of dialogue could be marked with an
endless number of codes, and subsections of that same dialogue could be
separated out and coded independently. NVivo also allowed me to import and
integrate data from my analytic memoranda, participant college transcripts, and
other documents, linking them to other documents as desired. Finally, NVivo
allowed me to pinpoint particular passages quickly as I worked with the data.
Merriam (1998) describes the advantages of using computer-based data
management in the coding and retrieval process. “Simply making this function
less tedious provides new avenues for analysis....making calculations easier
permits the user to run multiple ‘what if scenarios, exploring the results of
different assumptions” (p. 168).
After transcribing each interview, I began to identify preliminary patterns
and themes in the margin of the transcript. Once a complete set of interviews
was transcribed, I re-read them, adding notes on unique and common themes
noted by the participants, making “constant comparisons within and between
levels of conceptualization” (Merriam, 1998, p. 159). I was then able to design
individual participant protocols for the next wave of interviews. This process of
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transcription, individual analysis, and set analysis allowed me to do analysis
simultaneously with data collection, as recommended by Merriam (1998). This is
guided by suggestions from Bodgan and Biklen (1992), discussed earlier, who
recommend that researchers plan data collection according to findings from
previous data collection.
Once all four sets of interviews were transcribed and reviewed, each
document was imported into NVivo, along with the preliminary codes generated
earlier. All transcripts were reviewed again, set by set, and additional codes
were added. Analytic tools contained in the software enabled me to quickly
identify words, phrases and ideas that were mentioned frequently by different
participants. For example, the idea of establishing independence in the parentstudent relationship was mentioned by almost every student participant many
times over the course of their four interviews, the most numerous mentions being
in the second and third interviews.
These recurrent themes were then categorized to reflect the purpose of
the research, as recommended by Merriam (1998), which was to explore the
nature of family influence on students, including effective and detrimental
aspects. Analytic tools in the NVivo software enabled me to examine the
numerous codes I had generated in various groupings, revealing common
themes in the data. My initial categorizations were temporally organized; e.g.,
“first-semester work-school adaptation,” or “ choice to enrollment.” As I tried to
link these categories, it seemed that this type of organization was somehow
lacking. As described by Merriam (1998),
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Data often seem to beg for continued analysis past the formation of
categories. A key here is when the researcher knows that the category
scheme does not tell the whole study-that there is more to be understood
about the phenomenon. This often leads to trying to link the conceptual
elements--the categories-together in some meaningful way. (p. 188)
I had tried using diagrams and visual models, but it became increasingly clear
that the temporal nature of the categories was limiting me. It was when I began
to view the data in a non-temporal fashion that I began to realize that I was
looking at some unexpected conclusions.
I believe that the iterative procedure I used, while time-consuming, more
effectively enabled me to look at the interview data from the viewpoint of the
participant being investigated, rather than from my own viewpoint as the
researcher. The typologies that emerged were truly participant-constructed,
often containing unexpected themes and ideas. In fact, the entire approach
proved vital to the conclusions I ultimately drew from the data. It became
increasingly clear that the issues, experiences, and processes of each temporal
stage were part of a larger process incorporating the aspects of a student’s path
to college within their overall life trajectory; and the findings related to this larger
process were ultimately more significant than expected. This perspective will be
discussed in detail in Chapter Four.
Trustworthiness strategies
It is generally agreed that qualitative researchers should utilize several
strategies to help establish the truth claims of their findings (Rossman & Rallis,
1998). Additionally, Maxwell (1996) has pointed to the importance of not only
listing strategies used in addressing validity, but also explaining how such
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strategies were used. “Citation of authorities and invocation of standard
approaches are less important than providing a clear argument that the
approaches described will adequately deal with the particular threats in question”
(P- 89).
In this study, three main trustworthiness strategies were used to enhance
internal validity. First, data was collected from multiple interviews with two
distinct participant groups—students and their parents and family members. This
allowed for triangulation between participant groups. Second, continual peer
reviews were conducted with a colleague in order to provide feedback on my
findings as they developed. Finally, member checks were used with one student
and one parent. Each of these individuals was invited to provide feedback on my
interpretations and emerging ideas.
Ethical considerations
Written consent was obtained from all interviewees. A form was
developed to use for this purpose (See Appendices A and B), providing a general
overview of the study, its purpose, and what participation will involve. It was
made clear to all participants that their participation was voluntary, and they
might discontinue at any time.
Strict confidentiality was maintained in interviewing, both among students
and between students and parents/family members. Information on the progress
of the study was made available to all participants at various points during the
research year.
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Limitations
There were limitations in this study. I had expected to encounter some
difficulties in the areas of researcher bias, subject mortality, and interaction and
contamination effects. These expectations were fulfilled, although in somewhat
different ways than expected.
Researcher Bias
My background had significant implications for this project. I work with
community college students on a daily basis, my husband and I are both
community college graduates and first-generation students, and several of our
children have attended or are attending community colleges. The literature
indicates that first-generation students experience a high degree of culture shock
and disjunction, and this has been my own experience as well. My personal
experience is consistent with what is reported in the literature, in terms of
difficulties with academic preparation, balancing off-campus work with college
studies, and lack of family support. While this gave me a unique level of
empathetic understanding for the student participants, I had to be particularly
careful not to make assumptions about their level of commitment or motivations.
While I am firmly committed to the egalitarian mission of the community college, I
also believe that it can’t be a “free ride;” any student who is given access to
postsecondary educational opportunities must be willing to make a commitment
to do his/her best. I had to remember these students were just learning about
the stresses I’m already familiar with, and I had to be careful to respect their
individual experiences of this.
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As the interviewed progressed, I experienced an unexpected area of bias.
My status as a parent, even more than my background as a first-generation
community college student, was the factor causing me the most difficulty in trying
to avoid bias. When I interviewed the parents, I found myself identifying with
them to a large degree, and had to hold myself back from becoming personally
enmeshed in their experiences. I believe that for the most part, I was able to do
this successfully; but I there were times when I was less successful in this
endeavor.
Subject Mortality
The literature indicates that first-generation students in both two- and fouryear institutions are more likely to drop out during the first semester and are less
likely to return for their second year than non-first-generation students (Inman &
Mayes, 1999; NCES, 1998; Riehl, 1994). In my research design, I built in
safeguards against this problem by taking this research into consideration and
selecting a sample that was slightly larger than needed. Although it was likely
that simply by virtue of their participation in this study, student participants would
be less likely to leave college, it would not have been prudent to base my
research design on speculation. While none of the student participants left
college during the year, one family went missing at the end of the second
semester, and thus I was unable to complete the final interview with both student
and parent. Additionally, two of the six students were not registered for the fall
semester of their second year at the time of the fourth set of interviews.
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Interaction and Contamination Effects
I expected the Hawthorne effect would be a possible source of
confounding effects on the data. This effect derives its name from a Western
Electric plant where working conditions were studied in the 1920s. No matter
what changes the researchers made in the working conditions—for better or for
worse--the experimental group always significantly outperformed the control
group. “What seemed to account for the experimental group’s superiority was
the fact that they belonged to the experimental group and knew they were taking
part in an experiment” (Crowl, 1996, p. 310).
Throughout the student and parent interviews, it was clear that the
participants were very aware that they were part of a research study. One
student participant greeted me at our first interview with the remark, “It’s so
exciting that I’m going to be in a book!” The true nature of the project was made
clear to all participants in the process of obtaining their informed consent;
however, several students remained excited about being studied. The students’
awareness of being studied often dissipated to some degree during the course of
an interview; and the familiarity and informal nature of the setting, as well as the
design of the interview questions, facilitated decreased awareness of being
“studied.”
The parents, while not noticeably excited about being in a research study,
tended to respond to questions in ways that would reflect an image of being a
“good parent.” This was true to a greater extent with some parents than others,
and questions had to be carefully crafted to minimize this interaction effect.
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Additionally, while it was expected that as a teacher and researcher, I might be
perceived by parents as somewhat intimidating, this was apparent in only one
case.
Since the students were all attending the same institution, a concern was
that students might identify each other and talk between interviews. I was not
aware of any instances of this. As planned, participants were chosen from
different geographical areas to minimize the possibility of their knowing each
other prior to entering college.
The final limitation concerned my attempts to keep students and parents
from talking together about their interviews. I emphasized repeatedly to both
students and parents that it was important that they not share information until
after the final interview, but in the absence of direct reports, it was not possible
for me to know whether or not they complied with this request.
Conclusion
Qualitative data was obtained from a series of interviews with six studentparent pairs. Student participants were selected from a large initial sample, as
planned. One of the three criteria, that of income level, was modified slightly to
ensure a large participant pool. Each student and parent was interviewed
separately over the course of the student’s first year at community college.
Forty-five of the planned forty-eight interviews were done. One family
disappeared at the end of the school year, and I was unable to carry out a fourth
interview with either student or parent.
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A phenomenological approach was taken to data analysis, using the
constant comparative method. I transcribed most of the interviews myself,
including all interviews in the first three sets; and the process of doing this
facilitated my immersion in the data and enabled me to better plan future data
collection according to findings from previous data collection. Transcripts, notes
and memoranda were managed using QSR NVivo software. The results and
conclusions emerging from the data will be discussed in Chapter 4.

CHAPTER 4
PARENTAL INFLUENCE AND THE ROAD TO COLLEGE
Chapter Overview
This chapter begins by introducing the student and parent participants,
respectively. Findings will then be presented, with a discussion of the major
constructs and supporting propositions, incorporating both interview data and
selected literature. Finally, the conceptual framework set forth in Chapter 1 will
be re-introduced, and the participants’ experiences will be situated within this
framework.
The Students
The six students are introduced below in the order in which they were first
interviewed. The parent-student pairs are as follows: Joe and his mother,
Victoria; Lee and her mother, Gabrielle; Charlie and her father, Zeke; Celeste
and her mother, Connie; Emily and her mother, Eva; and finally, Jim and his
mother, Sybil.
Joe
Joe is 18 years old and a man of few words. It’s hard to get him to get him
to give more than brief responses to the interview questions, even when pressed.
He is an easygoing guy who enjoys living at home with his parents and two
brothers, and continuing to be a part of his largely working class, hometown
community. Since starting college, things have been different. Joe sounds
somewhat wistful as he describes these changes. “I do miss high school, I’m not
gonna lie to you. I don’t see everybody I grew up with anymore, it’s just not the
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same. This [college] is a big difference from when you see the same people
every day...and the same people you hang out with on the weekends.” Joe
remains attached to his high school friends, spending a good deal of time with
them during Intersession and after the school year ends.
/
•
Joe describes his relationship with both his parents as loving. “She [mother]
loves me more than anything. She might not say it all the time, but she gives me
a kiss before I leave, like she did when I was in 5th grade or something. I just
know inside that, you know, they both love me no matter what I do.”
Joe graduated from a public high school, where he was on the football
team. During his middle and high school years he played baseball and soccer
for his town teams. Joe describes his high school grades as Cs and Ds.
“Sometimes a B here and there, but after Middle School it went downhill...more
social life than school work.” He reports occasionally cheating on tests in high
school. His combined SAT score was a 720.
Joe reports that he first started thinking about college during his freshman
year of high school. Most of what he knew about colleges came from watching
college sports on television. He got information from the commercials: “When I
watched on TV there would be commercials saying like, ‘Come to Texas A&M,
we got great technology,’ but not that you need As and Bs to get into their
school.” He pictured college as “just a bigger school, a lot more people, different
teachers, different environment, instead of staying in the same town.” Joe
remembers that the school guidance counselors would talk to classes and hold
assemblies, starting in his junior year. His friends and parents didn’t know much
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about college. There was a financial aid information night at school that he and
his parents attended. Ultimately, however, he didn’t apply for financial aid
because he got a scholarship through his father’s place of employment.
Joe’s guidance counselor told him that it would be a good idea for him to go

„_

/■

to Quinsigamond due to his low high school grades and SAT scores. “He kind of
leaned towards that, like ‘I wouldn’t even waste my time applying to another
school if I were you because it’s a guaranteed thing that you’ll get into QCC.’” He
applied to Quinsigamond in his senior year. Joe didn’t apply to any other
schools. He reports that his parents are very happy with his choice.
Joe’s reason for attending college is so that he can get a good job. “There
are more jobs today where you need higher than a high school diploma....you get
a good job, then you can get a house, a family, kids, you know, the works.” His
initial career plan is to become an elementary school teacher, probably first or
second grade. In his senior year, Joe completed a half-year internship through
the Future Teachers of America program, where he worked in a first grade class.
Joe enjoyed the work, and decided then that he wanted to work with young
children. His initial plans are to graduate from Quinsigamond’s Liberal Arts
program, and then transfer to Worcester State College and earn his Bachelor’s
degree. Graduate school is a possibility after that. After taking the college math
and English placement tests, Joe found that he must start off in the General
Studies program, because his test scores were too low to qualify for the Liberal
Arts program.
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Lee
Lee is a bubbly, sometimes giddy, 18-year old. Lee’s responses during our
interviews are lengthy and often rambling. She speaks animatedly and
passionately about almost any topic. Lee appears somewhat immature for her
age, but what she lacks in maturity, she makes up for with her seemingly
boundless enthusiasm. Lee lives with just her father and mother; her older sister
lives on her own. Lee doesn’t have much contact with her. Lee describes her
relationship with her father as “fun.”
Like when the cat goes to the bathroom in the house and I don’t want my
mom to find out because she’s a big neat freak, I usually just tell my dad
and then me and my dad laugh and take care of it and don’t tell her. Me
and my Dad have like a fun relationship.
When asked about her relationship with her mother, on the other hand, she says
“I don’t really have one. It’s kind of like a come and go type of deal.”
She describes her high school experience as very social with lots of friends
and boyfriends. “I was never without a boyfriend during high school, so that was
kind of nice.” Lee was involved in numerous school activities, including drama,
chorus, and yearbook. Nevertheless, she often refers to her high school
classmates as stuck up, except for a couple of close female friends. Halfway
through her first year at Quinsigamond, Lee had this to say about her high school
friends: “I look at their little photo albums, and I’m like, ‘Wow, you have not
changed at all. Oh God, you're still a superficial, stupid girl.’ Like that’s how I
see it, because they don’t change, and that drives me nuts.” Separating from her
old friends initially causes Lee some concern.
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On the first day everyone was talking to each other like, ‘Hey what’s up?
Haven’t seen you! Where’ve you been? Why didn’t you wait up for me?’
I felt like an alien. It was the first day, so I wasn’t expecting everybody to
know each other, but there was too much of that going on. I thought about
two people I know who go to Quinsig and I started looking for them. I was
like, ‘Where are you? Help!’
Then, when visiting people she knows who attend another area college, Lee
meets a young man who she eventually becomes romantically involved with, and
breaks up with her high school boyfriend (who attends college in another state).
Throughout the year, Lee does most of her socializing with students at her
boyfriend’s college.
Lee attended public schools in an affluent western suburb of Boston,
although her own family was decidedly working class. In the middle of her junior
year of high school, Lee’s family moved to another town. Because she had
heard that the school system in the new, less affluent, town wasn’t as good as
that of their old town, Lee’s mother took extensive steps to keep Lee enrolled at
her original high school. She made sure Lee’s address was a post office box in
their old town so that she could remain in school there. Lee worried a lot about
this. “I was afraid that they would find out and kick me out and make me go here
[in the new town] for senior year. So I was constantly thinking about that at the
end of my junior year.” No one found out, and Lee was able to graduate from her
original high school.
Lee reports that she first started thinking about college in 8th or 9th grade,
but doesn’t remember her parents talking about college to her until she brought it
up in her junior year of high school. She believes that her parents didn’t know
about her career or educational plans until the summer between her junior and
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senior year. Her high school guidance department began giving students
information about college starting in 9th grade, but she didn’t pay much attention
until the second half of her junior year. Most of her college information came
from her boyfriend’s parents, both college graduates. They helped her in the
college search and choice process, when his mother took Lee to visit two
colleges. They also helped her complete her financial aid and college application
papers. Lee’s career information came from the internet and from her part-time
job at a dental office.
Lee is the only student participant who considered other colleges before
choosing Quinsigamond. She visited four other schools, including one selective
liberal arts institution, two less selective private colleges, and another community
college. She chose Quinsigamond because it was the closest school that offered
the program she wanted, and “it was cheap, I’ll be quite honest. And when
you’re paying for college by yourself, cheap is good.” Lee never actually visited
Quinsigamond ahead of time. The first day she went there was the day she
enrolled and registered for classes. She reports doing all of this on her own.
According to Lee, her parents didn’t have much of a reaction to her choice:
“There was no comment really. They were like, ‘Oh OK whatever.’”
Lee plans to be a dental hygienist, an interest she developed from her own
experience with dentists, and later at her part-time job as a dental assistant. She
describes this job with characteristic enthusiasm: “I worked yesterday and I got
to do a root canal and I loved it, I love the gore stuff, it was great, it was fabulous.
The tooth was dead! And I had dentures come in once and I got to watch that,
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that was pretty cool.” Her reasons for attending college are to become a dental
hygienist and to have “a stable financial life, I don’t want to live hand to mouth
like I am right now, it’s so stressful.”
Like Joe, Lee’s placement test scores were too low for admission to the
Dental Hygiene program, so she too is starting off in General Studies.
Additionally, there is a two-year waiting list for the program, so after bringing up
her math and English levels, Lee will be able to get onto the waiting list for Dental
Hygiene. She plans to satisfy the prerequisites and non-Dental Hygiene
coursework while she is waiting to begin.
Charlie
Although she lives on a back street in a small town, Charlie’s yard is hard to
miss. The small front yard of the house where Charlie, her mother, and her
brother lives is dotted with birdbaths, windmills, and garden gnomes. Charlie
herself is equally assertive, and doesn’t hesitate to speak her mind during our
conversations. Charlie’s combination of intelligence and willfulness sometimes
works to her favor and sometimes to her detriment, as her story will show.
Charlie reports that she had always thought she would go to college
because schoolwork came so easily to her. From a young age, she had told her
parents that she wanted to be a doctor. “I always said that, and because she
[mother] thought that I was always smart and I always did well in school, that
would be what would happen.” She remembers that her father always believed
that she would be the one to go to college. “My brother was never the school
one, so I think that more pressure was always put on me. Like, ‘You’re the good

95

one, you have to do this and you have to do that.’ He [father] always said, ‘You’ll
be the first one to graduate college, nobody else has gone.’”
Charlie’s parents have been divorced since she was a baby, and she lives
with her mother.
I think it’s better that they were divorced, because I got two separate
parents and two separate point of views. But they were both always there,
so it was never like I was lacking a parent. I think now I’m closer with my
Mom. As we’ve gotten older, my Dad, he goes to New York with his
girlfriend on the weekends.
Charlie lived with her father for about a year during high school when she was
having problems with school and fighting with her mother.
Charlie’s educational background is relatively uneventful until her
sophomore year of high school. Freshman year she was on the honor roll and
involved in several school sports. The thing she didn’t like about school was that
her small-town high school was very cliquey. “It just kind of aggravated me the
way they acted, so sheltered and didn’t really know anything. And I thought there
must be other things to life besides these people. So I just kind of got
aggravated with the situation, I think.” Sophomore year, Charlie transferred to a
large regional high school, hoping to get away from the claustrophobic small¬
town atmosphere of her hometown. Unfortunately, the regional school turned out
to be even worse.
There’s very few kids that come from outside, because there’s a waiting list
and there’s already so many coming from the other three towns. Since I
went in my sophomore year, I didn’t bond with anybody freshman
year...there’s so many kids, you’re not mixed in with other grades...you’re
really just with your grade until you get to the other classes, like electives
and stuff.
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Even playing sports turned out to be a problem. “Sports were very cliquey. I
wasn’t happy because I felt like they were picking people that were really terrible.
Not that I was the best player, but girls that I knew I was better than, they were
getting picked and it just seemed like it was all politics, and I didn’t like it.”
Charlie returned to her hometown high school for junior year, which she
describes as a big mistake. Just being away for one year had changed
everything.
Being away from the people in [her town] that long, you’re out of the loop.
You’re not friends with everybody you were. They still like you and they say
hi to you, but you don’t have anything in common. It was like you were
gone for so long that you’re not still meshing with anybody.
She became withdrawn and depressed. “I think I really fell into a depression. I
just didn’t care, didn’t care about school, didn’t care about work, going into school
late, not going at all. It didn’t really matter to me at that point.” Charlie lived with
her mother, who was confused about what was going on. “She didn’t really know
what to do because I wasn’t really trying enough. But she was working 60 hours
a week, so she didn’t really have as much time to find out what was going on. So
a lot of times she didn’t even know I didn’t go to school.”
From Charlie’s descriptions of this period, it sounds like she both cared and
didn’t care. She changed her program from the honors courses she was taking
so that the work would be easier. “College prep is like right in the middle. I was
in honors and I dropped myself down to college prep so that I could do the work
and not have to try.” She wasn’t attending school, but she was still doing her
schoolwork.

97

I’d sleep all day, stay up all night, just watching TV. I wasn’t doing anything.
I was still keeping up with my work, no matter what though, I always was
either on honor roll or one class short, which was math. I still maintained
high averages. That was the one thing I did was my work. So that was odd.
At this time, when she was a junior in high school, Charlie didn’t know much
about college except that since her grade point average was falling, things were
probably not going to go as planned. Plus, her depressed emotional state left
her unmotivated and apathetic.
I didn’t go to any of the financial aid information programs. I didn’t really get
involved with anything like that. I went to the guidance office and looked at
stuff, but they wanted you to do essays and applications, and I just didn’t
want to do any of that. I just didn’t care to do all the hassle and all the effort
involved, and then not get in any way.
Then one day at the beginning of her senior year, Charlie was called into
the office and told that she was in danger of not graduating. “They told me if I
miss one more day until May I wouldn’t graduate, and I said, ‘From January til
May I can’t miss one day? That’s not gonna happen.’ So that was it.” She
dropped out of high school halfway through her senior year. The vice-principal of
her high school urged her to take the GED exams right away, and go to
Quinsigamond. “But at that point I wasn’t ready, that’s not what I wanted to do. I
wanted to work, and thought I could make money.”
After three years working at multiple dead-end jobs, Charlie was ready. She
passed the GED without taking classes, scoring in the 90th percentile. She went
through the enrollment process at Quinsigamond on her own, which is typical of
Charlie.
I just went, got the application, filled it out, handed it in, and that was it.
I actually didn’t tell my parents anything until the stuff was more finalized,
and I started talking to advisors and picking classes. Everyone was kind of
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seeing me like I never followed through with anything, I didn’t finish high
school, I’ve been through so many jobs, all dead ends. So they’d be like,
‘Oh yeah, whatever, another thing she’s gonna do and not finish.’ So I just
did everything on my own, and then when I was getting close, I told them
what was going on.
Charlie speaks quite bluntly about why she wants to go to college:
“Basically I’m at 2 dead-end jobs, like I make all that money at one of my jobs,
but it’s not full-time, it’s no medical insurance, no benefits. I’m 22 almost and I
still live at home with my mother. I mean it’s just my only alternative.” She wants
to be a prison warden.
I figured if I’m going to be a corrections officer, why stay at the bottom when
I can go to the top? I’d still be involved in the systems, and as a warden,
I can be very involved inside the prison if I want to, or stand on the sidelines.
I have that choice. On days when I don’t want to deal with them face-toface, I don’t have to. Other days when I want to get in there and see what’s
going on, I can.
Unlike the other student participants, Charlie was admitted directly to her
chosen major program. Because she had applied directly to a particular major,
rather than General Studies or Liberal Arts, she didn’t have to take the math
placement test because her major doesn’t require any math courses. Almost
unlike most of the other student participants, Charlie tested directly into collegelevel English.
Although she has sharply criticized the cliquey nature of her small town,
Charlie still prefers to socialize with her friends from high school. “I have a small
group of friends, we all hang out with each other, we all party together. Me and
my brother have a lot of the same friends, so we’re together a lot too. I haven’t
met anyone in any of my classes that I would really hang out with outside of
school.”
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Celeste
Celeste is dark and intense, with a curly smile. Originally from Bogota,
Columbia, she came to the United States when she was a few months old. Quite
mature for her 18 years, Celeste converses easily, providing intelligent, insightful
responses to my questions. She lives with her parents and older sister, who
attends the University of New Hampshire, and lives at home during summers and
school vacations.
Celeste describes her relationship with her parents as “good now.” She
reports that she had a hard time in her early to mid teen years, but things are
better now. “Our relationships have matured a lot in the past two years.” Her
parents own a small breakfast and lunch restaurant, where she works with her
father on weekends. Her father has health problems, and Celeste worries that
he has to work every day, so she helps him out when she can.
The first time Celeste recalls thinking about college was when her brother
graduated high school and went to Penn State. She was in preschool at the
time, but recalls being excited. “I remember thinking, ’Oh I can’t wait until I go to
college.’ That just kind of stayed with me. I mean, I was little, it wasn’t really a
serious thought, but I had it in my head.” She doesn’t remember a time when her
parents didn’t mention college. “When I was little and I didn’t want to go to
school, they’d say, ‘If you want to go to college you’ve gotta go to school, you
better do your homework.’” She didn’t know many details about college
admissions, but she did know about the academic requirements. “I knew about
the grades, that you needed good grades...and that they look for an all-around
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person, like how you are as a person, not just grade-wise.” Additionally, she had
visited her sister at the University of New Hampshire, and had experienced the
social side of college life.
Celeste’s past educational experience gas been somewhat inconsistent,
marked by emotional and physical problems. Early on she was identified as
gifted; her kindergarten teacher told her mother that her reading comprehension
was at a sixth-grade level. Yet just two years later, in second grade, she started
having problems. Since she would finish her regular work long before everyone
else, the teachers thought she was bored, and started to give her extra work so
that she wouldn’t be left idle. This helped for a while, but in fourth grade, Celeste
again started to have problems, and no one knew what to do about it. Finally, in
seventh grade she was diagnosed with bipolar disorder, and put on medication.
But by then she was getting into trouble both in and out of school. “I started
skipping classes. I went out of the building, smoked cigarettes in the bathroom,
and all sorts of things.” As time went on, her behavior began to get more and
more out of control, and she ended up in foster care during the first part of her
sophomore year. In fact, during the first two years of high school, Celeste
actually attended four different schools. She attended one of these schools
because of her foster care placement. The other three schools were her
hometown high school, a larger regional high school, and a regional vocational
high school.
Near the end of her sophomore year, Celeste remembers starting to worry
about her future. “I can’t go in there [a college admissions office] and give them
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a smile and then it’s like a deal. I realized that it was really a serious type of
thing, and I needed to buckle down. So I buckled down and got everything
together, and then I got sick.” Settling back at her hometown high school for
junior year, Celeste began getting sick at school and passing out in class.
/

Eventually she was diagnosed with a heart disorder and put on medication. At
the time Celeste and I first spoke, she hadn’t passed out in two months.
Her months of illness at school had taken their toll, however. She had
missed 60 days of school, in addition to numerous days when she had to be sent
home early. Celeste was told a few days before junior year final exams that the
state mandated that she take a mandatory sick leave because of her illness. She
and her parents met with the principal and determined that she had all the credits
for her junior year, but it wouldn’t be a good idea for her to return in case she was
still going to be sick. The school was concerned that it would happen all over
again during senior year. So within a period of a three months, Celeste prepared
for and took the GED examinations, passed, and enrolled in Quinsigamond.
“Everything happened so fast. I didn’t have any money, my parents didn’t have
any money. We had expected another year to plan out everything to get
everything ready, to get financially ready, so we figured I’d better go to
Quinsigamond.” All of this wasn’t what she had planned for herself. She’d
thought she would graduate from high school and have a number of colleges to
choose from. But she’s determined to make the best of it. “I never thought I’d be
going there [Quinsigamond], but I’ve heard from quite a few people that it’s better
educationally-wise, challenging, more challenging than Worcester State.”
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Celeste wants to go to college because she knows this is the first step in the
long educational path to becoming a clinical psychologist. She has wanted to be
a psychologist since she was twelve years old. “There’s nothing else that I even
have in mind...there’s nothing else that interests me.” She feels she would be
good at helping people in this way. “My family, my friends, people who are older
than me, people who are younger than me, always come to me for help with
things, just to talk about things. I’ve always been pretty good at that, and I think
it’s because of everything I’ve gone through myself.” She believes she could
bring real understanding to her work with patients, because she really knows how
they feel. “When I was like 13 or 14, I’d be like, ‘What would I give to just walk
down the hall like that kid right there, just to go to class, have no other problems,
not have all these things going through my head.’ I wanted to just be normal.”
Celeste plans to graduate from Quinsigamond’s Liberal Arts program, and
then transfer to Clark University and earn her Bachelor’s degree. After that, she
plans to attend graduate school to earn a Ph.D. in Clinical Psychology. Like Joe,
after taking the college math and English placement tests, Celeste found that she
must start off in the General Studies program, because both her math and
English test scores were too low to qualify for the Liberal Arts program.
Celeste describes her social life in junior high and high school as good. She
played varsity soccer until her health forced her to stop, and she was also
involved in student council at two of the high schools she attended. “I had a lot of
friends, like I’ve been in so many schools I have friends from all over. I know a
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lot of people.” Now Celeste socializes almost exclusively with her boyfriend, who
has a room in the basement of her home where he often stays.
Emily
Emily is also 18 years old, and lives alone with her mother who is suffering
from Multiple Sclerosis and Lupus. Like Celeste, Emily appears mature beyond
her years. Although she has experienced significant setbacks, challenges, and
disappointments in her life, she remains very positive. While Emily faces
challenges with tenacity and determination, she dislikes and avoids interpersonal
conflict of any kind.
Emily’s relations with her extended family are strained, confusing, and
stressful for her. Her father and mother are divorced, and her contact with her
father is sporadic and difficult for her. Her mother doesn’t like for her to make
contact with her father or members of his family. The situation has come to a
head several times since the divorce, most significantly during her junior year of
high school. At that time, Emily was hospitalized with a serious stomach
condition brought on by stress. The headmistress at her private high school felt
that Emily should leave because she had missed two weeks of school and was
«

far behind, but Emily’s mother would not agree to this. She helped Emily make
up her work, and Emily returned to classes.
Since Emily attended a private college preparatory high school, her path is
somewhat different than that of the other student participants. When she was in
elementary school, Emily told her parents she wanted to be a veterinarian. She
thinks that’s when thinks her parents first mentioned college to her, because you

104

need to go to college to become a veterinarian, but she doesn’t specifically
remember their speaking about it. While Emily herself first remembers thinking
about college in middle school, most of her recollections come from her first year
of high school. At that time her older sister was attending Assumption College,
which was close by Emily’s high school.
When she was in 8th grade, Emily’s grandparents offered to pay her way at
Notre Dame, an elite, single-sex college preparatory academy. Emily passed the
entrance examination, and enrolled at Notre Dame. Her experience there was
mixed. “It was a very rich school and I didn’t really come from a family like that. I
guess I wasn’t used to their attitudes and personalities, and a lot of the people
were really different than me.” On the other hand, Emily recognized that the
education she received at Notre Dame was much better than what she would
have received at her public high school. “We just did so much, we had a full four
years of high school that was just unbelievable, a lot more things than Minichaug
would have done, which is the school I would’ve went to.” She spent a great deal
of time telling me about all the special programs and activities the girls
participated in.
The whole school is just, everything they do is, the programs that they have
and the things that they do with the students, it’s incredible. The athletics,
the special programs. Like after September 11th, we had this big program, it
was on TV and everything. We had students come from a Jewish school
and a Muslim school and we got to get the jist of everyone’s background.
Our world religions program was really excellent. We learned so much, so
much more than you would’ve had in the public school.
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Although Emily is dyslexic, she was able to earn mostly As and Bs at Notre
Dame. She credits a special elementary school program with teaching her the
strategies she uses to deal successfully with dyslexia and school.
Notre Dame provided their students with extensive information about
college from the moment they started their freshman year.
Our school from 9th grade on made us learn so much, we had seminars,
we had to look up all different things about colleges, financial aid, and all
that. I knew all the terms and programs and requirements. Because it was
a college prep school I think that’s why I learned so much.
Additionally, Emily was able to get college information from her mother’s
boyfriend, Michael. He had guided two children and his former wife through
college, and he was familiar with all the forms, processes, and procedures. After
decided to attend Quinsigamond, Michael helped Emily with her financial aid
paperwork and course selection.
Although Emily believes she was knowledgeable about different types of
colleges and the admissions process, she felt constrained in her choice by
several factors.
First off, I didn’t want to leave my Mom so soon, because she’s so sick, so
I decided to go somewhere close by. And I didn’t want to have to pay so
much so quickly, because I knew I wouldn’t have the money. And the fact
that I still want to work, so I’m in still the area too, and I can still work where
I’m working now.
While Emily was urged to apply to other schools, she applied only to
Quinsigamond.
There was no point in me going through all that work and frustration,
because I knew that I wanted to stay here with her, and there was no other
way that I could afford anything else at the time, so I said, ‘Fine. I’ll go here,
I’ll take my classes that I need, it’s not like it’s any different than any other
school.’
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Emily’s plans a career in the medical field, either as an I.V. Nurse, or as a
dentist. She plans to transfer to the University of Massachusetts, Amherst after
earning her Associate degree. She has already spoken with Quinsigamond’s
transfer coordinator, and has signed up for the Joint Admissions Program.
Because of her strong high school background and high English placement test
score, Emily was accepted directly into the Liberal Arts program, even though her
math test score was low.
Socially, Emily remains attached to her friends from her hometown, before
she came to Worcester to attend high school. Although she attempted to
socialize with other Quinsigamond students during her initial weeks at college, by
the end of her first semester she was again driving back and forth to the western
part of the state many times each week to visit old friends. It was at this point
that she met a young man from that part of the state, with whom she became
romantically involved. Her new boyfriend is eight years her senior, has never
attended college, and is a business manager. This relationship causes a great
deal of strife between Emily and her mother. By the end of the year, Emily has
left home and moved to the Springfield area, where she lives with her boyfriend.
Jim
Jim is the only student participant who did not participate in the full course of
four interviews. Like his mother, described below, he was unavailable for the
fourth and final interview. The youngest of the student participants, Jim had just
turned seventeen at the time we began our interviews. Soft-spoken and modest,
Jim refers to himself as a “hippie type.” He enjoys rock music from the 1960s
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and 70s, and wears period style clothing. He plays electric guitar and wants to
start a band. Jim is the only one of the students who reports making significant
friendships at college. He reports that he rarely sees most of his old friends from
middle school and high school. Jim enjoys hanging out between classes with his
new friends, hackey-sacking.
Jim describes his relationship with his mother as a “well relationship.” He
does not elaborate on this. He mentions that she is about to have major surgery,
and he will have to help her at home. Jim has no contact with his father, who
lives in another state. One of his older brothers, a metal fabricator, also lives
with Jim and his mother. His brother has a one-year old daughter who
sometimes visits. When asked about how his brother is reacting to Jim’s
attending college, Jim reports that he doesn’t talk much with his brother. “I don’t
see him much. He doesn’t really care.”
Jim attended Worcester public schools until he dropped out when he was
sixteen. At that time he was still a freshman. “I was behind in school. I would’ve
stayed if I was in the proper grade, but I made mistakes. I probably wouldn’t
have graduated until I was like 21. But now I could get my associates in college
by then.” Jim didn’t like high school, and started thinking that he should just skip
it, get a GED, and go on to college, which he expected he would enjoy more. “I
thought I’d appreciate it a little more, because I’d have more choice of studies,
and I’m paying for it too, so I’d have to like it!” Jim describes his high school as
“seriously racist,” and felt most of his difficulties came from interactions with other
students. After experiencing his first week of college, Jim finds it pleasantly
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different from high school. “I enjoyed interacting with a lot of people because
f

they didn’t make their judgment, base their first opinion on how I looked or who I
was hanging out with. Everybody interacted and found out what I liked, from me
verbally telling them, and from us communicating.”
Jim got his GED through a program at Quinsigamond, and one of the GED
counselors helped him with the application paperwork. . This was also the first
time he had thought about attending college. “The first time I remember thinking
about college, it wasn’t that long ago! It kind of went along with getting my GED,
I kind of planned them together, that I’m gonna get my GED, and take the next
step and go to college from there.” Jim did not apply to any other schools,
although he did think about that possibility.
Jim says that he didn’t know very much about college until recently, when
he started studying for his GED tests. “I knew that some require certain grade
points, some are more expensive, different requirements.” He had thought the
classes would be very large, and was worried about being in an auditorium with
hundreds of other students. Jim reports that he didn’t get any college information
from his high school, although when he was in middle school, his class visited
Clark University. “We walked around the campus, and we had lunch at the
cafeteria, and we talked to some teachers. And they talked about how hard it is.”
Jim doesn’t recall his mother talking to him about college until this past year,
when he began working on his GED.
Jim is unsure about his career plans, but wants to major in Liberal Arts and
then transfer to a four-year college after earning his Associate degree. He saw a
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poster at Quinsigamond about transfer information, and went to see the Transfer
Advisor. “I’ve applied for a transfer plan at Quinsig, I signed up for it. So you’re
guaranteed a seat at a list of Worcester schools, and I chose UMass/Amherst.”
After taking the placement tests, however, Jim learned that he must start in
General Studies, since his scores were too low to qualify for Liberal Arts.
Summary
Although most of these student participants could be called “nontraditional,”
there are both similarities and differences in how they differ from “traditional”
students. Nontraditional students have typically been defined as students who
are over 24 years of age, attend college part-time and live off-campus (Bean &
Metzner, 1985). The dimension of “disadvantage” has often been added to the
nontraditional student label, indicating low socioeconomic status (Cabrera &
LaNasa, 2001) and/or blue-collar family background (York-Anderson & Bowman,
1991). Researchers do concur that nontraditional students work off-campus, and
log more work hours than traditional students.
More recent research on nontraditional students has focused on firstgeneration students. One comprehensive description from an early study of firsts
comes from Billson & Brooks-Terry (1982), who found that firsts are more likely
to live and work off-campus and to work more hours, and are less likely to
experience strong family support for college attendance, have primary
friendships on campus and be involved in college activities. Due to this
combination of factors, Billson & Brooks-Terry conclude that for firsts, “their lack
of social integration and lower academic integration combine to create a weak
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pull toward college, and a strong push away from it toward work situations” (p.
74). Later researchers add to this list: Firsts are more likely to have lower
household income, enroll at two-year public institutions, take fewer credits, and
enroll in remedial courses than nonfirsts (Brown & Burkhardt, 1999). McConnell
(2000) has noted that firsts are more likely to cite career preparation and higher
income as their reasons for attending college. Riehl (1994) finds that firsts
expect to take longer to complete their degrees, and more controversially, that
firsts have lower degree aspirations than nonfirsts.
The students in this study largely fit this profile, diverging only in their ages
and enrollment status. All the students are under 21 years of age, and all but
one carried a full-time credit load during the first semester. Aside from this, they
are similar to what is described in the literature in terms of background,
household income, work variables, and other enrollment characteristics. Their
parents generally are employed in blue-collar, clerical, or direct service
occupations, with the exception of Celeste’s parents who own a small restaurant,
and Jim’s mother who is unemployed. Four of the students are considered lowincome at the 200% poverty level, and the other two are low-middle income. All
work at off-campus jobs, all work over 20 hours per week, and all but one work at
more than one job. Only one student reports having primary friendships with
other students at the college, and none are involved in campus activities. Four of
the six are enrolled in at least one remedial course during the first semester.
The students’ aspirations are also largely consistent with the literature.
Many researchers (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Inman & Mayes, 1999) find that

111

first-generation students tend to see higher education as means to a well-paying
career. They most value job-related skills as the outcome of college attendance,
and tend to select job-specific majors such as criminal justice and business. This
is evident in Joe’s comment regarding his academic plans at Quinsigamond.
In my careers class I’m thinking that, if I’m gonna be there for that long,
I might as well just graduate with a real major because General Studies
is just plain math, English, you know what I mean? I mean you don’t look
in a newspaper ad and say, ‘Help wanted, General Studies degree needed,’
you know?
Joe, Lee, Charlie, and Jim all state that they want to attend college so they can
get a good job, or training for a specific job. Only Emily and Celeste aspire to
graduate or professional studies.
The Parents
Victoria
Victoria is warm, friendly, and very nervous about being interviewed. She is
a very family-oriented woman, who enjoys antiques, interior decorating,
gardening, and spending time with her children. I thoroughly enjoyed my
conversations with Victoria.
Victoria few up a small town adjacent to the town where she now lives, in a
fairly large household, with four sisters and one brother. She got along well with
her parents except for “the usual teenager stuff.” Victoria attended the local
public high school, and married her high school boyfriend soon after graduation.
Before having children, Victoria completed a course at hairdressing school,
but never worked in that field. She worked as a home health aide, and for a
short time she was marketing director for an assisted living community. She
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liked this job, but felt that it took her away from her family too often, so she gave
it up. Currently, Victoria is an Activities Director for a local human service
agency. She has had this job for three years, and really enjoys both her clients
and co-workers.
The first time Victoria remembers thinking about college in relation to Joe
was during elementary school. Of her three sons, the eldest son opted not to go
to college, Joe is attending college now, and her youngest, still in high school,
plans to attend college. She remembers Joe first mentioning college in about 6th
grade. He wanted to be a police officer like his aunt (Victoria’s sister). Victoria
always stressed the importance of education with her sons. “I’ve always spoken
with the boys about going to school and getting educated.” After Joe’s older
brother decided not to attend college “at the last minute,” Victoria remembers
encouraging Joe to continue his education. “I remember telling him that if he
wanted to attend school we would help him, and whatever field he chose, we
would be right there for him, wherever he planned on going with his life and his
career, and his education.”
Victoria’s knowledge about college extends mostly to financial aid issues,
because she applied for aid herself when she went to hairdressing school in the
1970s. Her impression of college is “like a high school but with more
people...more intense, more in-depth, more expensive.” Victoria had spoken with
other parents, but believes the most important and useful information she
received was from the Financial Aid Night at Joe’s high school. Ultimately,
however, Victoria found out that her husband’s workplace offered a scholarship
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which Joe applied for, so they never ended up filing the FAFSA. As far as other
information about college, Victoria reports that Joe did most of the research
himself and in speaking with his guidance counselor. Prior to enrolling at
Quinsigamond, Victoria reports that she and Joe didn’t visit any colleges; and
they didn’t have any friends or relatives who had attended college to ask about
their experiences.
At this point it became clear that Victoria was somewhat embarrassed about
her lack of knowledge in this area: “This is all new to me Maria--I’m lost about
these things!” After some reassurance about the reasons for my questions, we
continued discussing the specifics of her knowledge about college. One thing
Victoria was confused about what how class scheduling works. “Well, I was
wondering, I couldn’t understand him starting school at eleven. See, in my mind
I’m thinking he’s got to start at nine, but I guess it all depends when his classes
are.” On the other hand, Victoria was clearly aware of the importance of
deadlines in the financial aid application process. She was worried about
missing deadlines, and reports that she coached Joe through this process. “I
didn’t want to sound like I was nagging, but being a parent, you know teenagers
aren’t always quite as aware of deadlines as we are. I remember that I needed a
letter from the guidance counselor for the scholarship for Cranston by a certain
deadline, and I said, ‘You’ve got to contact Quinsig now to make sure they
received everything.’ Oh yeah, I was nervous. I wanted to make sure everything
was in place.”
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Victoria believes that Joe had planned on being a police officer right up until
his senior year of high school, when he participated in the Future Teachers of
America program. “One day he just came home after going to this and said, ‘You
know Mom, this is great, I think this is what I want to do!’” He chose
Quinsigamond on the advice of his guidance counselor. “I think he had hopes of
maybe going to Worcester State or Fitchburg State, but I believe, the guidance
counselor told him, I shouldn’t say he told him, he had suggested Quinsig
because of Joe’s grades.” The guidance counselor also suggested a path from
Quinsigamond to a four-year college. “He mentioned that Joe could transfer over
to Worcester State. I believe they can do that. So Joe applied to Quinsig and
got accepted.”
Victoria reports that she is happy with his choice. “I’m glad he’s going to
Quinsig, I give him all the credit in the world for going to college.” At the same
time, she expresses some ambivalence: “
Of course, you know me, I was thinking BC! But I know that would be hard.
Actually, the nurse I work with, I think she was insulted when I said, ‘He’s
only going to Quinsig.’ She said, ‘What’s the matter with Quinsig?’ She got
very insulted. But you know, you always have higher hopes for your
children.
The only difficulty Victoria reports during this time is the day when Joe came
home after orientation, before college started, and said that he might take a year
off before attending. Victoria would have none of this. “And I said, ‘I don’t think
so!’ He said it was because of the money, and I said, ‘There’s not a money
issue, we’ll be fine.’” Victoria isn’t sure that’s really the reason why Joe thought
about taking a year off, but she doesn’t wish to discuss it. “You don’t want to
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know my reason why. I have some things going around in mind here, you know,
that I would rather just leave alone.”
Victoria characterizes her relationship with Joe during the transition from
high school to college as very good and very open. “We talked about it. We
were pretty much always cooperative, and Joe is very easygoing. We had lots of
discussions.” Victoria feels a deep attachment to her son. “It was like the first
day of kindergarten, and I thought, ‘Come on now, he’s going to college, he’s not
going to kindergarten. And he’s coming home the same day!”’ Nevertheless, it
was very emotional for her. She doesn’t believe that Joe will ever want to leave
home and go away to college. She believes that her children like living at home
very much. “I don’t think Joe will go away, and I don’t think his younger sibling
will either. That one will probably end up at Nichols [a local college]. They like it
here. Maybe because I’m such a homebody. And the older one will never leave,
he’s move out twice and moved back twice.”
Victoria doesn’t have any particular concerns as Joe begins college. “I think
he’ll be fine. But one thing with Joe is that if he does run into problems, he’ll tell
me. He may not tell me right away, but you know what, I can always tell when
something’s up.” She reports that she and her husband have a great relationship
with Joe. “The important thing is that we’re open with all of our children. We
don’t have anything that’s hush-hush, ‘we don’t talk about that.’ That’s how my
parents were too.”
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Gabrielle
Forthright and assertive, Gabrielle’s conversation is peppered with her dry,
biting wit. Her hobbies intimate her creative nature. She enjoys gardening,
sewing and embroidery, and interior decorating. “I like to create things, that’s the
basic thing, and that’s also what I do at work.” Gabrielle describes her technical
clerical position at an investment firm:
What they do is they have me go into a department, and the department
needs something created and I create it, walk away, and maintain it. Like,
several departments need to keep track of their employees’ vacation time,
so they ask me to make up a format, and design it so that input goes faster.
So I guess I like to create whatever it is. Even in my personal time.
Gabrielle has a quick mind and tends to get bored with things quickly. She
describes how, although her job can be interesting, it can also get tiresome. “In
some ways I’m like a kid with a new toy. After I’m done creating it and start to
maintain it, I get bored. And it’s like I want a new toy, you know, that toy is old,
what else you got?”
Gabrielle grew up in the same general area where she now lives. She
attended public schools and graduated from the local high school. Her family
consisted of her mother, father, one brother, and one sister. Her parents didn’t
get along very well. Gabrielle’s relationship with her mother was difficult. “My
mom would sometimes make you feel awful about yourself...comparing you with
this one or that one, and always thinking you did something wrong when you
didn’t do anything wrong.” Gabrielle says that her mother is quite different now.
“She rants and raves about me, she says that I’m the best one. But I was the
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worst one back then because I got pregnant at 18, that went over like a wet
balloon.”
Both her brother and sister attended college. Her sister graduated, but she
isn’t sure about her brother, who has attended several colleges, and who she
describes as a “professional student.” Her brother still lives at home with her
mother, and calls her occasionally. She is proud of her sister for graduating from
college, and says that she herself could never do that. “I’ve never been a school
person, but I’ve always been a more hands-on type of person. I can’t learn by
sitting in a classroom.” Her sister is currently studying for a Master’s degree.
The first time Gabrielle remembers thinking about college in relation to Lee
was when she was about 12 years old, and her older sister had just entered the
military. At the time, Lee had expressed an interest in becoming a zoologist. But
Gabrielle doesn’t remember actually talking to Lee about college until several
years later. “I thought about it, but I never really talked to her about it. I guess
really my conversations really were never college-oriented until, probably her
sophomore year...she wasn’t doing too well, and I just kept on saying, you know,
This is gonna be looked at by a college, you’ve gotta do better.’” That was also
when Gabrielle first remembers Lee talking about college to her.
Gabrielle didn’t think much about college when she herself was growing up,
and says she knew very little about it. Towards the end of high school, she did
apply to a two-year secretarial school, but never enrolled because she found she
was pregnant with Lee’s older sister. When Lee was about ten years old,
Gabrielle learned about financial aid. At that time Lee’s sister was in high school,
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and they had to fill out financial aid forms for her. Ultimately, Lee’s sister chose
to join the army instead of attending college. Gabrielle was pleasantly surprised
when she went through the financial aid application process again, years later,
with Lee.
The first one I did with my oldest, I was like, ‘Oh my God, I don’t know!’
Whereas this time around it was really easy, down to earth wording, really
user-friendly. I didn’t struggle over it, it just took me about half an hour.
The other one, I had everything all over the table and it took me the whole
day to figure it out.
Gabrielle had attended a financial aid information event at her older daughter’s
high school, but didn’t feel it helped much. When it was Lee’s turn, Gabrielle told
her, “Listen, I went to that thing with your sister. I had no clue when I walked in,
and I had no clue when I walked out. So just bring the papers home and I’ll look
at them.” Overall, Gabrielle isn’t too impressed with the college information
provided by Lee’s high school. “I didn’t really receive any information. All I know
is just what you hear, you don’t get anywhere without a degree, so that’s about it.
So that, to me, is the importance of college. She’s not going to get anywhere
without a degree.”
Although Gabrielle completed Lee’s financial aid paperwork, she wasn’t
really involved in gathering information about colleges. She reports that Lee did
most of that herself, and with the help of her boyfriend’s parents. “I was being
made aware of what her plans were, but most of the planning itself came from
her, the final decision was hers. At first she wouldn’t share things with me, but
after awhile she did start sharing some of the information.” Lee told her mother
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that she had it down to 3 colleges- Quinsigamond, Community College of Rhode
Island (CCRI), and Mt. Ida College.
Gabrielle and Lee visited Mt. Ida together. Mt. Ida has a three-year dental
hygiene program. In the first year, the student takes general education and
prerequisite courses. Upon successful completion of the first year, the student is
accepted into the dental hygiene program and spends the second and third year
completing that. Gabrielle and Lee were not impressed. Gabrielle thought the
college was too expensive, and Lee was turned off by the college’s three-year
program, since the other two colleges had two-year programs. Gabrielle agreed.
“They’re asking for three years, and that turned her off. Personally, I didn’t
understand it either, not having gone to college, but we stood and talked to the
woman about it. It just sounded kind of like they wanted the money from three
years.” Both she and Lee thought the campus was beautiful, and Lee liked the
fact that they had dormitories, which neither of her other two choices had. Lee
visited CCRI with her boyfriend’s mother.
Gabrielle wanted to visit Quinsigamond with Lee, but Lee said she had
already gone with her boyfriend. “I guess they just drove up one day and walked
around the campus.” Gabrielle is happy with her daughter’s choice.
We’ve heard really great things about Quinsig. My own dental hygienist
actually went there, and she said she loved it. And I’ve heard really good
things about Quinsig too. It’s not like when I was growing up and it was like
dumb, ‘What, you can’t cut it? Go to Quinsig.’ Now it’s not like that. So
many people have been telling me what a good school it is.
The short commute and low tuition are also a plus for Gabrielle.
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Gabrielle describes her relationship with Lee as very close until junior high
school. At that point, she says, they started disliking each other. “It started
getting a little strained. It does, you know, especially with girls. I was starting to
dislike her. She was starting to get a little too full of herself.” Things went
downhill during high school, with the biggest problems occurring when the family
moved in Lee’s junior year. Gabrielle went to great lengths to keep Lee in the
same school after the move, as discussed earlier. “I went through the whole
school handbook, and there was nothing in there that said you could not go to
that school if you lived in a different town. So I ripped that whole book apart. I
was ready to go to the superintendent, but people were telling me to keep my
mouth shut.” So, due to her mother’s efforts, Lee was able to graduate from her
original high school.
Gabrielle feels that her relationship with Lee has improved a lot since then.
“She’s come a long way. It’s a lot different relationship now, we can actually, I
can talk to her again, you know.” The only area of conflict Gabrielle talks about is
Lee’s relationship with her boyfriend’s parents. Lee spends a lot of time at their
house. “Actually I think that’s her home, and this is her home away from home,
because she only comes here to sleep.” Gabrielle sometimes feels hurt because
she thinks that Lee is more concerned with her relationship with her boyfriend’s
mother than with Gabrielle herself. “If she has an argument with his mom it
wears on her. That’s a little hurtful sometimes, I look at her and think, ‘did it ever
wear on you how you treat me and dad?”’ In the end, however, Gabrielle is
happy that Lee has additional resources. “She does get a lot of help from them,

a lot of support from them, which is good. And she got a lot of college
information from his dad, he really helped her out.”
Zeke
Zeke is rough and unrefined, often crude in his speech. A traditional bluecollar type of guy, Zeke has been a roofer for seventeen years. Before that, he
was did various types of construction jobs. In his spare time, Zeke likes to “play
the horses.” His conversation is peppered with both laughter and coughing, the
former often triggering the latter. Like Joe, Zeke is a man of few words. On
some topics, he is quite expansive; but more often than not, he gives curt
responses or states that he doesn’t want to talk about a particular topic. Our
interviews were quite challenging.
Zeke grew up in the small town where he still lives today, with his parents
and five siblings. There was no middle school in the town, just elementary and
high school. During his elementary years, Zeke attended eight different schools.
He explains: “See, we grew up in the projects. Every year they threw the project
kids into a different school. So I went to a different school every year.” An
indifferent yet talented student, Zeke admits to being lazy about all aspects of
school. “I was good at sports, but unfortunately, I was just as lazy at sports as I
was at studying.”
During 7th and 8th grades, Zeke did so well on standardized tests, that the
superintendent recommended that he attend a selective, Catholic high school in
Worcester. Zeke didn’t want to go, but his father forced him to go. At the new
school, Zeke didn’t put forth any more effort than he had back home. “I got five
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failure notices my freshman year. I played sports, so by the time I got home from
Worcester, it was 6:30 or 7:00 at night. And there was no way I was gonna
study, no matter what.” His father rode him hard, and Zeke managed to pull up
his grades to all Cs. “The problem for me was you couldn’t coast through St.
Peter’s like you could here [home town].”
Halfway through sophomore year, his father gave up, and Zeke was able to
transfer back to his local high school.
When I got back, here, I was still doing stuff that I was taught at St. Peter’s
for another year, year-and-a-half. That’s why you had to study out there,
because they moved so fast. I didn’t even carry a book when I was a
senior, I just coasted through my senior year and I got mostly Bs. This high
school was basically a joke. You really had to be a numbskull to flunk out of
there. I mean, they’d pass you just to get rid of you.
Nevertheless, when Zeke took the SATs, he scored just under 1100, even
though he was drunk at the time. “I got home at four in the morning, I was still
drunk when I went to take my test. That is what they call is a ‘no-shitter.’ Honest
to God.” Still, he had no intention of going to college. He regrets that now,
especially because recently he has been having trouble with his knees and his
back, and doesn’t know how much longer he can go on roofing. But he wishes
he had something to fall back on. “I could kick myself now. It’s so hard to see
them [Charlie and her brother] making the same mistakes.”
Zeke believes that his own experiences really motivated him to want to help
his children. “I didn’t want them doing the same things I did. No way, I never told
them any of those stories. Well, I mean now, if we sat down and had a couple of
drinks, I would tell them, but I never told them anything I did when I was
younger.” Frustrated, Zeke doesn’t think that telling them would’ve helped
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anyway. “I thought I had all the answers just like them, but they didn’t listen.
Nowadays you can’t push them. If I ever did the things they do, my Dad
would’ve thrown me out the second floor window.”
Zeke had always thought Charlie would go to college, since she was always
a straight-A student until some time in high school. He doesn’t remember back
as far as elementary school. However, he does remember that he had always
told both his children that if they wanted to make any money, they had to go to
college. The way things turned out for Charlie took him completely by surprise.
“I never thought that she would end up the way she did, getting her GED and all
that stuff. Never in a million years.” He recalls that her attitude seemed to
change about halfway through high school. He also recalls that she had talked
about feeling pressured about school. “That was all she kept talking about was
pressure, so then you’ve got to back off. I’m not going to lose my daughter over
it. She doesn’t want to do it, she’s not going to do it.”
While Zeke was sure he wanted Charlie to go to college, he reports that he
knew nothing about college himself. “I knew that there’s a lot of partying going
on at college! I knew that, but other than that, I wouldn’t know, I couldn’t prepare
her what to expect because I’ve never gone.” He thought there might be
financial aid available, but didn’t know what it might be or how to go about
applying. Charlie herself took care of these details in starting at Quinsigamond.
Zeke found out that Charlie was going to Quinsigamond about a month before
she started. “She had talked about it now and then, but I figured it was just
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something that was gonna pass. So I was really surprised when she told me that
she had applied and got accepted and all that stuff.”
Zeke is happy with Charlie’s decision. “I told her Quinsig was a good start,
just to get back, community college and all that. Cheap. And you still get a good
education, because I know a lot of people who went there and they got some
good jobs now.” When asked if he thought Charlie had considered any other
schools, Zeke replies, “Well, certainly wasn’t going to Harvard! She’d be a
bleeding-heart liberal if she went there!”
Zeke was surprised to find that Charlie had applied to the Criminal Justice
program. “I was really shocked because she was always going for nursing. That
was what she talked about after she went for her GED. As a matter of fact, that’s
what they read when she was on the stage, that she was going to college for
nursing. So I guess she changed her game plan.”
Zeke describes his relationship with Charlie as good most of the time.
“We’re friendly, but we don’t talk a lot about stuff that’s going on in her life, and
it’s none of my business.” Zeke sees Charlie as an adult, and it’s all up to her
now. “She’s 21 years old now, it’s out of my hands. I’m not going to, I’ve got
enough things to worry about without thinking bad things with her. She’s an
adult.” Zeke doesn’t prefer to think too hard about Charlie’s future. He is
cautiously optimistic. “I will absolutely not think about where she will be in six
months. Like I said, I found out two weeks before she started school that she
was going for criminal justice. So, you know how that goes.” He believes that at
this point, he’s done all that he can do, and now he plans to sit back and hope for

125

the best. “I’ve told her everything that I could possibly tell her, you know. Many,
many, many, many, many, many times. So she’s either going to listen or she’s
not going to listen. Most or her life she hasn’t.” Zeke thinks that if Charlie had a
problem that she perceived was a major one, she might confide in him. “It all
depends on how big the problem is. If she got in a fight in a barroom and she
needed a lawyer, she’d call me pretty quick!” But he’s less sure about school
i

problems. “There was a reason why she quit school, there was a reason why
she went to Nashoba, and I could never get it out of her. And I bet she won’t tell
you either.”
Connie
Connie is a down-to-earth, easygoing woman whose soft-spoken manner
belies her calmly assertive nature. She is very family-oriented, and has definite
ideas about what she wants for her two daughters. Connie is most relaxed when
she’s outdoors just enjoying nature. She loves watching birds and animals, and
gets excited when she sees wildlife in her yard. A talented amateur
photographer, Connie likes to take her camera and sit in the woods, taking
pictures of birds.
Growing up in rural Rhode Island, with her mother, father, grandmother, and
three younger brothers, Connie attended public schools in her area. Her father
did not complete high school; her mother earned a diploma. Connie’s classes
were all very small; her high school had six grades in one building. She never
thought about attending college because she hated school. Her brothers felt
much the same way. “We all did about the same in high school, did enough to
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get through, get out, and get jobs, and we’re all doing OK.” Connie lived with her
family until she got married, contributing to the family income and helping her
mother with household tasks.
Connie and her husband run a small restaurant, serving breakfast and
lunch. Once Celeste was in kindergarten, Connie started working at the
restaurant with her husband. She now works from 6 am until after the lunch rush
on weekdays. Her husband hired someone to work from 5pm until closing, so
he’s home for dinner most nights.
Connie reports that she began thinking about college for Celeste very early.
I started thinking about college the day that the adoption agency called us
and told us we had a child. As soon as we knew about her, I went out and
bought a whole set of encyclopedias at the market before we got her home.
Never realizing by the time they needed them these things were gonna be
obsolete anyway!
She was determined that Celeste and her older sister weren’t going to have to
struggle for money, that they would have careers, and be financially independent.
“They’re not going to have to depend on being married, not that my marriage is
bad or anything, but I don’t want them to have to get married and depend on a
husband supporting them. They’re going to be self-sufficient young women.
They will have to depend on no one”
Connie began talking with Celeste about college at a very young age, in
preschool or kindergarten. “It was never like a conversation like, ‘If you go to
college,’ or ‘if you decide to go.’ It was like ‘When you go to college’ That was
how all our conversations were.” Connie doesn’t remember anything specific
that Celeste might have said about college during these years, but she believes
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Celeste probably mentioned it at some point. College was always in the
conversation with Connie and the other mothers in her circle of friends. As they
watched the children play, they would worry about how they would pay for
college, wonder where their children might attend, and speculate on what kinds
of careers they would have. Also, Connie remembers that Celeste wanted to be
an archeologist, and Connie told her that she would study about that in college.
“I don’t even know if she really knew what it was at that point, it was just
something that she was going to do later on.”
As the years went by, Celeste decided that she would instead become a
doctor and find the cure for cancer. Then when Connie was “in one of her diet
phases,” Celeste announced that as a doctor, she would find the cure for fat.
Finally, around sixth or seventh grade, Celeste settled on being a psychologist,
and has had her mind set on that ever since. From an early age, it became
increasingly apparent to Connie that Celeste was an unusually bright girl. “We’d
be at stores and she’d be chit-chatting with me. She was 3 or 4 years old, but
she was always small for her age. People thought she was maybe two, and
probably wondered, ‘What kind of conversation can you be having with this
child?”’ Her kindergarten teacher told Connie that Celeste was reading on a sixth
grade level. Later teachers, who had experience with both Celeste and her older
sister, felt that Celeste was unusually smart, much more so than her sister. “Not
that Sarah [older sister] wouldn’t do well, but she struggled at it. For Celeste,
everything just popped right into her head, almost naturally.” For this reason,
Connie says she always had high expectations for Celeste.
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Everything went well up until about fifth grade. “Until then it was pretty
normal, you know, like any kid. There was a group of us, three mothers, and we
all had daughters within the same age range. And we had a lot of fun, we’d go
everywhere, to the beaches and parks and things. It was just really normal.”
As described earlier, Celeste began having difficulties late in elementary school,
ultimately receiving a diagnoses of bipolar disorder when she was in seventh
grade. Later on, in high school, first behavioral problems, then health problems
began interfering with her schoolwork more and more until she finally dropped
out of high school late in her junior year. Over the course of these years,
Connie’s high expectations for Celeste were increasingly threatened. By the time
Celeste was a sophomore in high school, Connie’s goal had changed. “At that
point, I just wanted her to have a high school diploma, because I have a niece
who only went through the 8th grade. She’s had a lot of problems as a result of
that. I know it bothers her now, and I never wanted Celeste to have to deal with
something like that.”
Connie knew very little about college until her oldest daughter, Sarah,
decided to attend. Connie’s first experience at a college was when she visited
Sarah at UNH. “Before that, the only campuses I’d ever been to would’ve been
UMass when Celeste was playing soccer and she had a tournament up there.
And it petrified me! It was so big!” Like most of the parents in this study, when
talking about knowledge she had about college, she focuses on financial aid.
She reports getting good information from the high school about financial aid
when Sarah was applying to college. At that time, Connie attended two financial
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aid nights, one between her daughter’s 10th and 11th grade years, and again
between 11th and 12th grade “just to make sure that I had gotten all the facts
right.” Sarah applied to four schools, all public institutions. Sarah had been set
to attend the University of Massachusetts, Amherst, when she found out that a
favorite news anchor from Channel 5 had attended the University of New
Hampshire. Sarah enrolled at UNH.
In contrast, Connie and Celeste didn’t visit any colleges, because there
wasn’t enough time for that. “It would’ve been what we were doing this summer,
but when she didn’t graduate, everything changed.” When Celeste decided to
leave school, Connie spoke with the high school guidance counselor and
principal, and they suggested that Celeste get her GED and go to Quinsigamond.
“They said, basically, have her do the GED, and go there for a couple of years,
it’s a very good school.” That decision made, Celeste got her GED in June,
applied to Quinsigamond in July, was accepted, and registered for classes in
August. Other than financial aid, Connie’s knowledge about college is quite
limited.
I know my older daughter talks about 600 classes and 500 classes that
she’s into now, and I just have no idea what she’s talking about. ‘What does
that mean?’ And she says, These are the hard ones, and before I get out
of college I have to take this many of 500 and so many of the 600s or
whatever.’
When Celeste told her that she had to take a placement test at Quinsigamond,
she was confused. I noticed that Celeste was registered for a remedial math,
and the lowest college-level English, so I asked Connie about her test scores. It
was clear that Connie didn’t understand the process. “I guess, I really don’t
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know. I don’t know whether you get grades from the placement testing or how all
that works.”
Connie describes her feelings about Celeste’s college choice as “torn.” She
really wanted her to be involved in senior year of high school, graduation, proms,
pictures, class trips.
I was kind of disappointed when she didn’t actually graduate high school,
but that was for my need. I wanted to see her walk across that stage and
get the diploma. But I should’ve realized with her that she never follows the
pack. She has to do everything the hard way. So once we made the
decision together, this is what she was going to do, I accepted it.
Connie says that she just doesn’t want Celeste to have any regrets. “I think she
might’ve had in her mind that maybe she should’ve gone to senior year. You
know how you hear about senior year and how much fun it can be. But it’s finally
done and she’s in school and I think she’s comfortable with it. As far as I know.”
Connie’s relationship with Celeste has fluctuated significantly over the
years. During Celeste’s childhood, things were very good. Connie describes the
period of 5th through 9th grade, however, quite differently. “It’s like it was in
another lifetime, it’s something else that’s gone and put it behind me.” This was
the time period in which Celeste was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and spent
time in foster care. Starting in about 10th grade, things began to improve, but the
improvement was short-lived. Celeste started to have fainting spells at school,
and Connie would be called to pick her up. Connie thought it was more mental
than physical, and she doubted that Celeste was really as ill as she said she was
I thought that maybe she just really didn’t like high school. She would say,
‘I’m sick, I can’t go to school,’ and then 2 hours after the bus went by, she
was much better. And it always happened in the morning, an hour after she
was at school, or as I dropped her off. Like one day she slammed the car
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door closed, and I turned and looked, and bang she was on the ground.
Twice that happened, you know, and I started to wonder, ‘Does she not
want to go to school today?’ Because she knew I would take her back
home, and she’d sleep all day, and by afternoon she’d be fine, she’d get up
and go to work.
And Connie recalled that before the fainting problem, Celeste would vomit first
thing in the morning. She would be there an hour, throw up, and then Connie
would be called to come and pick her up. “It’s like, OK, the throwing up stops,
and now we have another problem. You just start doubting everything that’s
going on.” When Connie found out there was a real medical condition involved,
she was actually relieved. “When she was diagnosed, I looked at the doctor and
got excited! He probably thought I was a nutcase, but he doesn’t know how
things were. I think she [Celeste] realized that I was doubting her, and that
wasn’t good.”
Connie characterizes her relationship with Celeste now as very good.
I’m trying to treat her more as an adult, like she was going away to college
and not living here. I’ve been letting her boyfriend stay here, and letting her
stay over there, because I know when Sarah’s at college, her boyfriend
goes up and stays there, and I don’t know all the details about that. I mean
if she [Celeste] was away at college, I wouldn’t know anything about what
she was doing either.
Connie describes Celeste as a very mature, almost at an adult level. Connie
enjoys talking with Celeste about many different things. “She gets very deep,
very intellectual sometimes, she tries to draw me into conversations that are
beyond me. But most of the time it’s pretty cool.”
Eva
Although health problems have affected Eva’s communication abilities to
some extent, it is clear that she is still a woman who doesn’t hesitate to say
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exactly what’s on her mind. Eva has been suffering from Multiple Sclerosis and
Lupus for about thirteen years, and her numerous medications often make her
sleep and affect her short-term memory. She will often trail off in the middle of a
sentence, forgetting what she was about to say. I tried to accommodate this by
repeating her last few words, each time she lost her place. This would usually
jog her memory, and our interview would continue. A bright, creative woman,
Eva often feels frustrated that she can no longer do the things she was once able
to do. Her condition requires frequent trips to specialists, emergency rooms, and
sometimes hospital stays.
Eva was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, but moved numerous times
during her elementary and middle school years. Moving so much made things
difficult for Eva. “When you move that much, each school system has a different
way of doing things. So you’re always either behind, or sometimes you’re ahead
because you’ve already had it someplace else.” Eva also experienced social
difficulties.
Not only do you have the class work, but usually the first people that you
meet at school are the bad ones. The ones who come right up to you are
the ones that really don’t have a lot of friends, or they’re looking to pull
somebody into their group, or something like that. They’re not always what
they seem to be.
Eventually settling back in the Springfield area, Eva attended the same high
school for all four years, and earned her diploma.
Eva grew up in a close-knit Lebanese family. Her immediate family
consisted of she and her two younger brothers, her mother, and her father. Her
mother grew up with eleven brothers and sisters, so Eva had 26 first cousins who
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she saw regularly. She says that she never had a good relationship with her
father. “He was a hitter. My father was my mother’s life, so she devoted herself
to him. The things he did she kind of ignored. He was pretty violent.” Then her
father had an accident at work, where he fell down an elevator shaft. He was laid
up for four years, her mother got a waitressing job, and so it fell to Eva to take
care of her father, as well as her brothers. She also cleaned houses, babysat,
picked corn, “whatever was around that would make money is basically what I
did.” Once her father was back on his feet, he left the family.
Eva’s parents had a traditional view of education. It was out of the question
that a girl would go to college. It was assumed that Eva would graduate from
high school, get married soon after, and have children. Eva recalls that she
heard college mentioned in relation to her two brothers, but neither of then
attended, although one brother graduated from the Police Academy. She wishes
she had had the chance to continue her education. “I just didn’t have anybody
that even made me think about it. When I graduated from high school, there was
no mention of college, it wasn’t even a thought. It wasn’t like anyone was being
negative, it just wasn’t there.” Of her extended family, Eva doesn’t believe any of
her cousins, aunts or uncles went to college, although she thinks that some of
the youngest cousins may have.
Eva has two biological children and two step-children. Her oldest daughter,
Melanie, Emily’s sister, is from a relationship before her marriage to Emily’s
father. Melanie’s father also came from a large Lebanese family, but they were
different from Eva’s family. “They’re very, very educated. His family had doctors,
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big people in the banks, very educated. But he didn’t go to college, he went to
trade school and became a machinist.” Melanie’s father paid for her to attend
Assumption College. Eventually, Eva married Emily’s father and became mother
to his two children before Emily was born. Eva says that no one in her exhusband’s family attended college. In fact, he has fought in court, arguing that
Emily doesn’t have the grades to go to college and he refuses to pay for it. But
Eva is determined that Emily will go to college and to get an education.
If she gets married she’ll be able to work, if she gets divorced, she’ll have
something to fall back on. You never know what’s going to happen in life.
Look at me, I’m stuck with nothing, I was a laborer, all l did was painting,
hanging curtains, stuff like that. I have nothing to fall back on. If I had
learned something, I could maybe do something at home now that I’m stuck
here.
Eva says that she had thought about college for Emily from a very young
age. She recalls first talking about college with Emily around the time she was
divorced, when Emily was about eleven years old. They lived in the Springfield
area for a few years, during which she and Emily had a lot of problems with
Emily’s father. Then Emily’s grandparents stepped in and offered to pay for her
to attend Notre Dame, a single-sex college preparatory academy in Worcester.
The application process was complicated, involving interviews, entrance exams,
and essays. Emily had to attend meetings until late in the evening, and then be
at school in Springfield the next day. Finally, Emily had to shadow Notre Dame
students for a couple of days, and missed some school because of that. When
Emily was finally accepted, she and her mother packed up and moved to
Worcester.
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At Notre Dame, it was assumed that virtually students would go on to
college, and most of the students were from high-income families. Emily and
Eva talked about college from time to time during Emily’s first couple of years
there, and the school itself had numerous informational programs. Eva recalls
that during her junior and senior year, when college preparations intensified,
Emily was always upset. “She would say, I’m not going to be able to go to
college because you don’t have any money and Dad doesn’t have any money.’
And I would say, ‘Emily, don’t worry, just get your grades, you wjll go to school.’”
Eva admits she had very little knowledge about college, even though her
other daughter was attending Assumption College, because Melanie’s father
handled everything. “When I graduated high school, I wouldn’t have even known
where to start. I wouldn’t have even known what to do to go to college. So I’m
learning as we’re going along here.” Fortunately, Eva’s boyfriend, David, is able
to help Emily with all these details. David put his three children through college,
and his wife attended Smith. So when Emily was a junior in high school, Eva
started asking David questions, mostly about financial aid. She knew that
financial aid was out there, but didn’t know the details. “He knew all the ins and
outs, getting the grants and the loans and that whole type of thing. David
explained what each one was to me, what she had to do. I had no idea where to
even begin.” When Emily started filling out her financial aid application, Eva tried
to help her, but was confused. Fortunately, David was there to help. He told
Emily to go to the school and get all the information she could, and then he
helped her decipher which ones she would have to fill out. “They had all those
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forms that you need, all spread out on this table, and they filled everything out,
and then everything came back, and he explained it to her. I looked at a lot of
them, but it was confusing to me as to which one was what.”
Emily did not apply to any schools other than Quinsigamond, because she
knew she wanted to stay with her mother. Eva has some regrets that Emily is
limiting herself at this point, but she understands the decision, and is grateful to
have Emily around to help for a couple of years. “It kind of made me feel bad
when everybody was going off to college, and the parents were driving them. I
felt badly for her, but I know she’s going to transfer and then she’ll have that
experience too.” And Eva continues to use David as a resource in helping Emily
as she starts college. “I look at and I read all of her things for college, and I try to
do whatever you have to do, but I really don’t understand what a lot of it is, or
what the degrees are, or what classes you have to take, because I wasn’t there.”
Eva has numerous concerns as Emily begins college. One of her primary
concerns is that Emily is just now starting to get over the issues with her father,
and Eva hopes that she won’t be adversely affected by what had gone on
between them. “I wonder how stable she really is, not to get in with the wrong
people or to get pressured into doing drugs or to be hanging out with certain kids.
Or she might be at a party and somebody puts something in her drink. I guess
just the basic nervous things that mothers think of.” Another concern that Eva
has is the transition from a small, single-sex, homogenous school environment to
the large size and diverse students at Quinsigamond. She worries that Emily will
do things just to fit in, but she doesn’t know how to help her. “I just don’t know
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how you fit in at college. I know how you fit into high school, but I don’t know
how you do it at college.” As far as academic concerns, David has spoken to
Emily at length about the differences between college and high school. “I know
that college is completely different. But I guess I can’t say that I really know it’s
completely different! I’m so glad she has David. He knows how it all works.”
Eva says that she and Emily have a close relationship. Both Eva and her
former husband were very close to Emily as she was growing up. “When I had
Emily, she was planned. She was just the apple of our eye, everything was
‘Emily.’ Her father even had her name on the front of his truck. She was the
center of everything.” The divorce was a big adjustment for Emily, going from a
large house with lots of people, to a small apartment with her mother. Eva isn’t
sure Emily understands the details of what was going on with her father,
substance abuse and gambling, because she was so young, but she is sure that
Emily was very upset by the changes.
Today, Eva is very protective of her, worrying whether she’s eating enough
or getting enough sleep. Eva also shields Emily as much as she can from people
that might upset her, such as members of her father’s family. “If I have to put up
a wall between her and them, I’ll do that. To me, if she doesn’t know something,
that’s less on her mind.” Eva is also very much involved with Emily’s social life,
and protective of her in social relationships. When Emily brings people home to
visit, Eva is a force to be reckoned with. The first week of college, Emily brought
home a student who told Eva he liked to sleep in class. After he left, Eva made it
clear what she thought. “I said to Emily, don’t be bringing home people that are

138

sleeping in class because I really am not digging them....and I made no bones
about it. When he said that, I saw her eyes swing over to me because she knew
that I was going to say ‘whoa boy, I don’t think so.’” Eva’s protective nature
becomes especially evident when it comes to males. “A girl who has been
dumped by her father, stepped on by her father, has two grandfathers that ignore
her, who have never been nice to her, her biggest problem is going to be a boy.
It’s going to be a male.” Eva describes an incident when Emily was getting ready
for a date with a boy named Neil.
I said [to Neil], ‘All I have to do is look at you. I’ve met a million of you in my
lifetime. I’m just going to tell you one thing. If you hurt her, if you do
anything appropriate, if you do anything I do not like, you’re not going to
have to worry about my big friend over there [David in the kitchen]. You’re
going to have to worry about me because I’m coming after you. I’ll be your
worst nightmare.
Sybil
Sybil is the only parent who did not participate in the full course of four
interviews. At the time of the second set of interviews, she was having surgery
and did not want to be interviewed. Like Jim, she could not be located for the
fourth and final interview. Sybil is a creative woman who loves animals. At the
time of our first interview, she had three cats and three parakeets. Sybil is out of
work due to health problems, and told me that she had surgery scheduled for
later in the fall. An avid reader and crafter, Sybil speaks enthusiastically about
her interests.
Fiction and non-fiction. I love anything that’s true, but then I also like
Stephen King and John Grisham, I read a lot of John Grisham. I love the
lawyer and court things, I watch Court TV all the time. Anything that’s true
and interesting. Right now I’m reading The Life of Pi, which is a whole
different kind of book for me, but it’s so interesting.
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Although Sybil chain-smokes throughout our interviews, it is clear that she is
comfortable conversing with me. She is a laid-back type of person who appears
content to let her son do what he thinks he should do. Whatever he does is fine
with her.
Sybil grew up in a town just outside of Boston, on the South Shore.
I grew up in Quincy, outside of Boston. Her family consisted of her mother,
father, sister, and brother, both of which were younger than she. Sybil attended
elementary, middle, and high school in her hometown, and graduated from high
school. She reports that she didn’t like school. When questioned further, it
appears that she did enjoy the academic part of school; it was the social part that
gave her trouble. “I felt that I wasn’t part of it, I wasn’t the most popular person
and everything like that. I loved to learn, but I didn’t like school really. I liked art,
I was really good at art.” Sybil tried to navigate high school by being the joker in
the crowd so she would have some friends. The problem was her background.
“I was from the poor part of town, my town had poor parts and rich parts. We
grew up living with people who didn’t have any money. We lived on the piers, on
the water and stuff. And I just didn’t fit in. I didn’t like high school either.”
In Sybil’s world, college was not an option that was discussed. “Everybody
got jobs right out of school. We didn’t grow up with a lot of money, we didn’t
think about college. That was for somebody that had money, getting sent away
to school. I don’t think then that there was a lot about financial aid and a lot of
help.” Sybil doesn’t particularly regret not attending college. She believes that
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college isn’t required for financial success. “My brother went to trade school, and
he’s doing awesome right now, he owns half a business.”
Like the other parents, Sybil knew very little about college. She and Jim
didn’t talk about college while he was in high school, and she didn’t attend any
informational events offered by the school. Jim’s two older brothers went to trade
schools, and his older sister got a job right out of high school. Sybil has never
visited a college, and doesn’t know anyone who has attended or is currently
attending college.
Sybil doesn’t recall thinking about college in relation to any of her four
children, including Jim “I thought I’d never be able to afford it, and he’d [Jim] just
be like rest of everybody, go to high school, graduate, and get job.” Sybil
describes her approach to raising her children: “I wanted them to have good
values. We’re not rich, we’re not going to be rich, nobody’s going to make it to
college, so you might as well just be a good person.” Nevertheless, when Jim
told her he didn’t like high school and wanted to move on, Sybil thought that was
fine. This was the first time she remembers Jim mentioning college to her. Jim
progressed from there on his own. He studied for and took the GED tests, and
applied to Quinsigamond. “
It was all his own total idea. That’s what he wanted more, was to go to
college, instead of being where he was, he did not like the school at all.
He did it all himself, he got all the forms, he went back and forth by himself,
he got rides, he did everything all by himself. I give him 100%, I give him all
the credit.
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Sybil doesn’t think that Jim actually chose Quinsigamond from among other
schools; rather, he chose to attend college, and that was what was available.
She speculates on how Jim’s choice developed:
I think Jim was in trouble for a little while, he got caught with the wrong kind
of people and he had to go into this program. I think that’s where he
learned about Quinsig. The counselor he had, she was so nice, very good,
and she helped him along. I think she just got Quinsig into his head and
told him about how to do it. So think that’s how it went.
Jim has told his mother that he would like to transfer to the University of
Massachusetts, Amherst in a couple of years, which is fine with Sybil. “In two
years he’ll know more about exactly what he wants to do. So good for him. And
it’s so pretty out there.”
Sybil reports that she has no particular concerns about Jim as he begins
college. “I’m really not worried about him. He makes good choices. He’s pretty
mature for his age. He’s not going to meet any worse people than he’s ever met
in his life before. He’ll probably meet better people. He has a good head on his
shoulders. I’m not really worried about him so far, I mean, he just started. We’ll
see in a year.”
Sybil is convinced that Jim’s love of reading will help him get through,
saying, “Reading is the basis of all things.” Sybil believes that Jim got his interest
in reading from watching her, always buried in a book. She thinks this, along
with his good sense, will really help him in college. “I don’t want him to try to just
blow through it, just to get it done, but I don’t think he’ll be that way about it. I
really don’t. If you can read and enjoy it and comprehend and pull things out of
it, you’re all set. I’ve always believed that, always.” Finally, Sybil believes that her
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good relationship with Jim will also help him through. “He’s honest with me,
we’re friends. He doesn’t run away and hide from me or anything. Say I catch a
couple of buddies in his room having beers or something, I say, ‘Hey,’ and we
talk about it and it’s OK.”
Summary
i

The parents in this study share more similarities than differences. All the
parents hold high school diplomas, three-quarters attended public schools, all
attended schools in small towns. Half the parents report that they didn’t like
school, and half reported changing schools two or more times during their
elementary and secondary years. Most indicated that their parents did not
communicate college as an option for them. Of the six parent participants, only
Zeke had a parent who attended college. Both Gabrielle and Zeke had siblings
who attended college; of these siblings, only Gabrielle’s brother and sister
graduated. Zeke’s brother attended college on an athletic scholarship, but
dropped out after his first year.
The parents’ background variables are consistent with descriptions from
Cabrera and LaNasa (2001) and York-Anderson and Bowman (1991). As
mentioned previously, the parents generally are employed in blue-collar, clerical,
or direct service occupations, with the exception of one small-business owner,
and one unemployed parent. Four of the six households are considered lowincome at the 200% poverty level, and the other two are low-middle income.
Research suggests that parents tend to communicate expectations and life
goals to their children based on their own educational experiences (Brooks-Terry,
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1988; Cabrera & LaNasa, 2001), meaning that parents who have not attended
college themselves will be less likely to encourage their offspring to attend
college. Additionally, this influence may be strongest before high school
(Attinasi, 1989; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2001; Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999;
Stage and Hossler, 1989). The data from the present study show something
quite different. Five of the six parents recall thinking and/or speaking about
college to the student participant long before the high school years. The four
parents who openly expressed regrets about not attending college themselves
were the ones who began thinking and speaking about college the earliest.
The ways in which this communication about expectations is done,
however, is an important mediator of college predisposition for students. Hossler
et al. (1999) distinguish between “signal-sending,” encouragement, and actions
in their discussion of “parental involvement.” In this model, parents send signals
to their children, either verbally or nonverbally, indicating their expectations.
Additionally, parents may engage in action-oriented activities that support the
student, such as going on campus visits or filling out forms.
Data from the present study suggest that parents’ lack of specific knowledge
about college affects the ways in which signals are given. Of the five parents
who encouraged college attendance, none felt they had much knowledge about
types of colleges, the application process, financial aid, and college coursework.
They were, in effect, encouraging their children to step into the void, an unknown
region which they believe, somehow, will help them achieve a better life. In most
cases, it was the students themselves who handled the process of getting
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information, filling out forms, and registering for classes. The parents tended to
attribute this to the student’s “independence,” “initiative,” or “self-sufficiency.”
This knowledge gap affected the students in several ways, particularly in
their selection of courses for the first semester. For example, all six students
were required to take at least one remedial (non-college level) course during the
first year. Most of the students and parents indicated they didn’t realize these
courses wouldn’t count toward graduation. While the students were a bit more
indignant about this than the parents, the parents expressed their wish to have
been notified in some way at the start of the year. Connie recalls: “I wasn’t
aware of that until you told me, I think it was in November, that’s when I realized
that they weren’t college level classes. I knew she had to take them, so that was
okay, whatever she has to do is okay.” Once Connie realized the situation, she
passed on the information to a friend who was about to start paying his ex-wife
for his daughter’s college expenses. “I told him, I might as well warn you that if
she didn’t do well in high school, you better check. You’re paying, but you might
be paying for non college credit courses. He didn’t realize either, so he went and
checked it out and asked questions before he paid.”
Consistent with the literature, the parents, as well as the students,
mentioned cost-related factors more than any other factor in the decision to
attend college (Galotti & Mark, 1994). They also spoke most often about the
process of applying for financial aid as the main action-oriented activity they were
involved in related to the student’s college attendance. In fact, when asked what
they believed was the most important or helpful information they received about
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college during the student’s high school years, all six parents referred to
information about financial aid. As Victoria says, “It was probably, I hate to say
this again and again, but the financial aid. It’s the finances, always. Let’s face it
that’s what matters.”
The Nature of Family Influence on First-Generation Students
As discussed previously, it is clear that first-generation college students
differ from their non-first generation peers in significant ways. Often these
differences are apparent and easy to measure, such as demographic factors.
The data from this study suggests a less apparent, but perhaps more significant,
fundamental difference that pervades the entire college-going process for these
students. This difference concerns the temporal nature of the college-going
process for firsts versus nonfirsts.
The study was initially guided by research questions that were temporal in
nature, and those research questions guided the initial interview protocols.
However, from the outset I expected to not only consider the separate stages of
the college-going process (predisposition, college search and choice, enrollment
adaptation, persistence), but also the larger process that encompasses these
temporal stages, particularly when drawing conclusions from the interview data.
What I found was that the data suggest that for firsts, the “traditional” temporal
stages aren’t as important as they are to students from high cultural capital
families, who are overwhelmingly nonfirsts. The stages appear to be much less
distinct for firsts than they are for nonfirsts.
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Early on in the fieldwork, I began to experience some confusion and
incongruity as I explored these temporally-organized questions with the student
participants. I realized that the students themselves didn’t quite divide things up
that way, and this made for a disconnect between some of my questions and the
students’ responses.
For example, it is generally agreed upon that students from high cultural
capital families, tend to go through a lengthy (often 1-2 years) college choice &
selection process, identifying possibilities, looking at different schools, etc.
Guiding them in this process is knowledge about academic requirements,
different types of institutions, hierarchies of institutions within types, etc. The
literature, most of which focuses on four-year residential students shows this to
be the general pattern. However, the students in this study often had choice
periods of weeks or even days. My questions about choice and enrollment
seemed somehow incompatible with the students’ experience. When I asked
“How did you choose to attend QCC?” or “What, if anything, did your
parents/family say or do during this time of choosing?” I received responses
indicating that no other schools were considered (except for one student), and
thus the discussion of college choice was quite brief. It turns out that for most of
the students, the “time of choosing” didn’t involve much choosing. For example,
half the students decided to enroll at QCC and completed the enrollment process
in 1-2 weeks. One of the students went through this with the involvement of a
parent; the others did things on their own. One student told her parents what she
had done after she had completed the entire process and was registered for
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classes starting in 2 weeks. Another student received his GED, went straight to
QCC, and enrolled -- all in a period of a few days.
In conclusion, perhaps models developed from research on non-firsts
cannot necessarily be used with firsts. The data from this study suggest that it
may be less important for firsts’ success to focus on temporal aspects than to
focus on particular constructs that pervade the entire process, from childhood to
college attendance. These constructs, and how they affect parental influence
and support, are detailed in Figure 1.
Each of the constructs detailed in Figure 1 is necessary but not sufficient
in itself for parents in providing effective support to students. Diverse aspects of
these constructs emerge throughout the interviews in various combinations and
configurations. The first construct, knowledge, refers to parents’ and students’
information and expectations about college. This information falls in to five broad
areas: Knowledge about the higher education system, college procedures,
financial factors, college structures, and what to expect in college. As will be
discussed later, many of these areas overlap.
Secondly, parents provide the most helpful support when they offer
encouragement that is direct, attentive, and focused. The most effective
encouragement includes direct verbal statements of support and encouragement,
along with congruent nonverbal messages, characterized by attentiveness,
specificity, and consistency.
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Figure 1: Constructs of Parental Support

Knowledge
Research indicates that the nature of parental support often depends upon
the parents’ knowledge of college (Brooks-Terry, 1988; Hossler, Schmit &
Vesper, 1999; Riehl, 1994). Parents of first-generation college students tend to
lack knowledge about college, and this lack of knowledge impacts their children’s
predisposition to attend college, choice of institution to attend, and adaptation to
college life (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Hsaio, 1992; McDonough, 1991; Riehl,
1994). Additionally, firsts’ reports of meager parental support have often been
attributed to their parents’ lack of knowledge of the higher education system
(Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; Inman & Mayes, 1999). It should be noted here
that although a parent may not have attended college themselves, they may
have second-hand knowledge about college if another of their children has
attended or is currently attending college. Similarly, if a parent has a sibling who
has attended college, this can also impact the quantity and nature of parents’
knowledge (Inman & Mayes, 1999; Willett, 1989)
For example, because their parents have little information or
understanding of college to convey to their offspring, firsts tend to have limited
knowledge of college admissions and financial aid processes (Institute for Higher
Education Policy, 1997). There are clear consequences flowing from this state of
affairs. For example, firsts are less likely to complete the steps needed to enroll
in a four-year institution (IHEP, 1997). They are also less likely to complete the
prerequisites for applying to college, including taking the SAT or ACT
(McConnell, 2000; NCES, 2001). Firsts are also more likely to apply to less
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selective institutions (MacDermott, 1987; Riehl, 1994). The present study was
undertaken with the assumption that parents of first-generation students have
little knowledge about college, and that this would affect their offspring in
significant ways. The data provide insight into the ways in which this lack of
knowledge affects firsts, and the multiple factors involved in producing the types
of consequences mentioned above.
Areas of Knowledge
As noted earlier, knowledge of college refers to an individual’s information
and expectations about college. There are five broad areas of knowledge, many
of which overlap.
Knowledge about colleges and universities includes information about
different types of institutions, hierarchies of institutions within types, and
understanding of the symbolic meanings and conversion potentials of attendance
at various institutions. Additionally, this area encompasses knowledge about
where to get information about college, such as how to obtain and compare
information on different colleges or how to get information on available financial
assistance.
Knowledge about procedures refers to information about college
processes, including applying, enrolling, and registering for classes, as well as
procedures for government financial aid applications, institutional applications,
and specific academic program procedures.
Knowledge about financial factors concerns not only information about
financial aid, but also students’ and parents’ perceptions of college costs.
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Recent research from the National Center for Education Statistics (2003) found
that about 65% of college-bound high school students and 58% of their parents
either could not estimate yearly tuition costs (defined as one year’s tuition and
mandatory fees), or overestimated the costs by at least 25%. This trend was
found to be more pronounced for first-generation students and for households
with annual incomes under $50,000. “The likelihood of having knowledge of
college prices increased with household income and parents’ education for both
students and parents” (Horn, Chen & Chapman, 2003, n.p.). In first-generation
student households (where parents had a high school education but no
postsecondary education), 16% of parents and 13% of students could accurately
estimate college costs. For households where the parents had less than a high
school education, these percentages were even lower. Similarly, in households
with an annual income of under $25,000, about 14% of both parents and
students could accurately estimate college costs. For households in the $25,000
to $50,000 range, the parent percentage rose to 22%, while the student
percentage remained the same. For households with annual incomes of $50,000
to $75,000, the parent percentage rose to one third, while the student percentage
again remained unchanged.
Knowledge about structures encompasses knowledge about how a
college or university is structured, the roles of various administrative and
academic offices, and where a student would be able to obtain particular
information or to get assistance with various types of difficulties.

Finally, knowledge about expectations refers to the parents’ extent of
information about the nature of college-level academic requirements, both in
general and inter-college differences; and what a student can expect the college
experience to be like, including living arrangements, class scheduling, and the
like. It is important to note one overarching factor that affects each of these five
areas of knowledge, which is awareness and understanding of the norms, or
“unwritten rules” of college, such as norms that guide student interaction with
professors.
Effects
Each of these knowledge areas is important to the nature of parental
support for students as they consider college, apply, enroll, register, and adapt to
college life. Because many areas tend to overlap, it is often difficult to separate
out their effects. For example, research suggests that first-generation students
and their parents tend to be more worried about financial issues than their nonfirst-generation peers (Levine & Nidiffer, 1996). The intersection of lack of
knowledge in several areas--programs, procedures, and college costs-acts to
exacerbate these concerns. If parents feel that college is not an affordable
option, and do not have information to show them otherwise, they will
communicate this to their children. For example, Jim’s mother, Sybil, never
thought about college in relation to any of her children because she assumed
they couldn’t afford it. Jim was determined to go to college, but did not see other
options for himself. “I considered, since I like culinary arts and have been
working in restaurants, Johnson & Wales in Rhode Island. I thought about it, but
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I never thought about actually going to apply, and I never thought that I could
actually attend a school like that.”
Indeed, knowledge about college in general affects the messages, both
verbal and nonverbal, that parents give to students as they are growing up.
According to Hossler, Schmidt and Vesper (1999), this signal-sending may start
at a very young age, and continue through the high school years. Signal-sending
is important to whether the student sees college as a possibility, and to college
choice. Thus, parents’ estimates of college costs and knowledge about financial
aid programs will affect signal-sending, both in terms of whether or not the
student will attend college and which colleges are possibilities for attendance. If
parents overestimate the costs of attending college and determine that the family
cannot afford it, they may intentionally or unintentionally send signals to their
children that college is an option for them.
Parental transmission of cultural capital is also important to signal¬
sending. As McDonough (1991) explains, college-educated parents transmit
symbolic understandings of college to their children. This gives their offspring
awareness and understanding of symbolic goods and the comparative
conversion potentials of such goods. This begins with the inherent assumption
that a college degree is essential to success in life, and that the son or daughter
will be attending college. The specific college or type of college attended is
important in terms of the prestige, cultural capital, and social capital the attendee
will attain from attendance at the particular institution.
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As demonstrated by her 1997 study of Northern California high school
students, described earlier, McDonough found that a student’s habitus had
significant effects on their college choice. Since parents are an integral part of
this habitus, they influence whether a student sees him/herself as college-bound,
and which colleges a student should consider attending. The parents in the
present study had knowledge of institutional types in terms of whether a school
was public or private, and whether it offered two-year or four-year degrees. Their
lack of knowledge lay primarily in the details-hierarchies of institutions within a
particular type, and the differential benefits that might be gained from choosing
one college over another.
Once a student decides to attend college, knowledge continues to be
important, both to his or her own experience, and to the nature of support parents
are able to provide. A clear example of this can be seen in the course advising
and enrollment process. The students in the present study had no clear idea of
the courses they should take, even those who had specific career plans in mind.
Additionally, they were uncertain as to how to go about registering for classes.
Those parents who were aware of these difficulties recommended that the
students talk to their advisor, but were unsure as to the details of this
arrangement. For example, Celeste told her mother that she hadn’t been able to
register for the second semester, which was scheduled to begin in two weeks,
and Connie was worried. Lacking knowledge about college structures and
procedures, Connie felt helpless in assessing the situation and advising Celeste
on what to do. “Is she procrastinating about the classes or is it just that this
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advisor’s really not there? I don’t know why this advisor isn’t in her office. I’m
just hoping someone’s there tomorrow that will have pity on her!” Other parents
reported gratefully that the students themselves handled such details. Victoria
recalled with relief that her son took care of everything. “Joe was pretty selfsufficient, he was pretty good about going and doing things, and setting himself
up. Which is good because, let’s face it, my husband and I did not go to college.
I mean we knew about college, but we just never did it ourselves.”
In this study, both parents and students routinely stated that they believed
college courses would be difficult, but this knowledge did not seem to extend to
the details of what would be required. Most of the students felt that their parents
did not understand what was really required of them. For example, Lee believed
that her parents would be surprised if they saw one of her syllabi and learned
what was required for one course. “I don’t think they understand at all because
they nag me about getting a second job constantly. And I keep yelling at them, ‘I
can’t, not during the school year.’ I really couldn’t handle it—physically, mentally,
I couldn’t handle it.” Additionally, most of the parents and students initially did
not distinguish between remedial courses and college-level courses.
For the students, their perceptions of whether their courses were more or
less difficult than they had expected tended to depend on what courses they
were taking and their academic aspirations. Joe, in his first semester, took a
remedial level math, the lowest college level English, a career planning course,
and a 100-level sociology course. Joe aspires to get through college as quickly
as possible. “What I want is to get through with it. It’s fun, but it’s just like going
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to high school again. It just seems so long, you know?” High grades aren’t that
important to Joe, as long as his courses will transfer to Worcester State College.
“All I have to do is get a 2.5 GPA and they have to let me in. I’ll take a C any
day, I just don t want to get a grade where I’m not gonna be able to transfer it.”
Not surprisingly, Joe reported that his classes were much easier than he had
expected. Joe’s mother, Victoria, doesn’t expect high grades from Joe. His final
average at the end of the second semester was a 2.4. Victoria was pleased.
“This is what I expect of him. Actually I’m surprised there’s not a D, you know?
This is Joe, this is Joe’s best, these are his marks. I was very surprised that he
did as well as he did.”
Emily, on the other hand, took more difficult courses in her first semestercollege level English, psychology, marketing, and a 200-level sociology. She
would like to get honors-level grades this year, and then transfer to the University
of Massachusetts, Amherst, where she plans to major in pre-dental studies.
Emily reported that her classes were about as difficult as she had expected.
While her first semester grades were As and Bs, second semester her grades
included a D and an F. Emily’s mother Eva was very pleased with her firstsemester grades, and expressed surprise at how well she did. Emily apparently
didn’t show her mother the second semester grades.
Parent and student expectations about what the college environment
would be like indicates limited knowledge of differences among institutional
types, and differences among public institutions in their state. For example,
many parents and students were surprised that the class sizes at Quinsigamond
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were smaller than they had pictured. They had expected lecture halls with
hundreds of students, which they had heard about in relation to universities.
Connie’s older daughter experienced many such classes during her first year at
the University of New Hampshire, and Connie assumed that Quinsigamond
would be similar. Celeste had similar expectations, both from visiting her sister
at college and from what she saw on television. “Like you see on TV, I expected
more of a lecture hall type thing. That’s what I expected, hundreds of kids sitting
around, and you never even get to talk to your professor at all.”
Both students and parents were surprised to learn that college classes
don’t take up all day, every day, like high school. Victoria expressed surprise at
how classes were schedule: “I was wondering, I couldn’t understand him taking
his first class at eleven. See, in my mind I’m thinking he’s got to start at nine, but
I guess it all depends when his classes are.” Sybil was surprised that Jim’s
classes were scheduled so inconveniently, two classes each day, with four to five
hours between classes. “I would’ve thought he could’ve put things together in a
better way somehow. But I guess they just gave him the schedule. He came
and said, ‘OK, I got a schedule!’ You know what I mean? He was just glad to
get his foot in the door.” As might be expected, the students were pleasantly
surprised about this difference from high school. Joe exulted in his newfound
freedom. “I only go three days a week for four hours, which is great! And I have
a lot more freedom. Like if I have to go to the bathroom, I don’t have to raise my
hand or anything. Stuff like that’s not a problem in college, where if I did that in
high school, I’d be sitting in the principal’s office.”
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Compensations
All of the students in this study attempted to compensate for knowledge
gaps that they perceived were causing problems for them. Both Lee and Emily
were fortunate to have individuals available to them who possessed the
appropriate cultural capital to transmit college knowledge in many areas. For
Lee, her boyfriend’s parents had both graduated from college, and helped in
many ways, including college visits and application materials. David, Eva’s
boyfriend, was available and willing to guide Emily through the college
application process, and continued to help her adapt to college during the first
semester. David’s three children had graduated from college, and in addition, he
helped his wife, who graduated from Smith College during their marriage.
Although several of the students experienced problems throughout the
year that could have been remedied through college-based resources, most
students did not take advantage of these opportunities. When faced with
academic difficulties, only one student met with a professor outside of class, and
none reported using the college’s free Math or Writing Assistance Programs.
Although five of the six students planned to transfer to a four-year college, only
two had met with the Transfer Advisor by the end of the first year.
Several students experienced problems with access physical resources,
most notably access to a reliable home computer and to reliable transportation.
The college has many accessible computer labs and a ride-sharing program, but
none of the affected students took advantage of these resources. In some
cases, the effects of these problems were severe. Reasons given for this were
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lack of knowledge that the resources were available, and lack of time to use
college facilities due to work schedules.
For example, Jim’s car broke down midway through the first semester. He
received no assistance with either finances or rides, from his family. Jim was
compelled to rely on friends for rides to and from school, as well as to and from
work. This caused significant attendance problems for him, which continued into
the second semester. In the four courses he took during that semester, Jim
received two Ds and 2 Incompletes, resulting in the lowest GPA of all the student
participants. Jim, who was unavailable for a fourth interview, is not registered for
the Fall 2005 semester.
Emily's computer stopped working towards the end of her first semester.
She got another one during January break, and set it up prior to starting the new
semester. However, when Emily left home halfway through the second
semester, and spent several weeks “living out of her car trunk,” her computer
was not readily available. She also discovered that her mother had cancelled her
online service. Since Emily was taking an online course, she attempted to solve
the problem by using computers at the college, but ultimately the severe turmoil
associated with her leaving home, including increased work hours, defeated this
attempt.
Joe, on the other hand, had both a reliable home computer and a reliable
car. His parents purchased the computer for the family, and Joe gets priority
access. Additionally, Joe’s parents pay his car insurance. Joe’s GPA at the end
of his second semester was just above a 2.0, while Emily’s GPA before her
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family difficulties was just under a 4.0. Joe is registered for his second year at
Quinsigamond, and is on track to transfer as planned. Emily is not registered for
her second year, and has stopped out of college.
These outcomes are consistent with Bean and Metzner’s (1985)
multivariate model of student attribution. Two compensatory effects identified by
Bean and Metzner indicate that environmental variables are more important than
academic variables for nontraditional students. First, when academic variables
are favorable for persistence but environmental variables are poor, a student is
more likely to leave than if the reverse were true. For example, a student who is
doing well academically but whose car breaks down is more likely to drop out
than a student who is doing less well academically, but who owns a reliable car.
As noted earlier, the students in this study attempted to compensate for
knowledge gaps that they perceived were causing problems for them. Deeper
obstacles, however, often lie in the knowledge gaps that students are not aware
of. As suggested by Berger and Milem (1999), and in contrast to Tinto (1975,
1987), students who persist in college tend to be those who have collegecongruent norms, values, and behaviors upon entry. These norms, values and
behaviors are part of the particular social and cultural capital that collegeeducated parents are able to transmit to their offspring. Parents who have
experience with college are able to give their children awareness and
understanding of the symbolic goods valued by the dominant groups in society,
who are overwhelmingly made up of middle to upper class, college-educated
individuals, and how those symbolic goods can be converted into material goods.
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Families of firsts also possess particular social and cultural capital; however, this
capital tends to include norms, values and behaviors that are quite different from
those of the mainstream college culture. Rhoads and Valadez (1996) call this
“border knowledge,” a form of cultural capital that is not of the dominant
hegemony, and therefore not valued and/or recognized by it.
The students in the present study were acutely aware of their financial
disadvantage in relation to many other students, and also aware that their
parents had not attended college, and could not always advise them on related
matters. However, they remained largely unaware of underlying differences in
the cultural capital their parents were able to bestow upon them versus a nonfirst-generation student. Both parents and students were aware that
Quinsigamond is not a prestigious college choice, but unsure as to why that is
the case; aware that private institutions are more prestigious, but unsure why the
financial sacrifice required to attend such a college would be worth it in the end.
Brooks-Terry (1988) gives an example of parents who had heard that some
college graduates are unemployed, and have come to believe that time and
money could be better expended on a short-term career-oriented program of
study, rather than aspiring to a college degree.
This suggests a habitus that is very different from that of high cultural
capital families. Because they have never attended college themselves, and
tend to have little knowledge about college, parents of firsts have not necessarily
internalized beliefs about the value of a college education beyond its potential for
conversion into higher earning potential for their children. “It is the attitudes,
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values, and behaviors acquired in the process of higher education, rather than
the knowledge of particular fields of study, that are the critical payoffs from
college” (Brooks-Terry, 1988. p. 127).
Parents and students’ comments about the choice demonstrate an
ambivalence and lack of awareness, underscored by their emphasis on reports
that Quinsigamond is a good school. For example, Celeste stated that
Quinsigamond is not at all what she had planned for her future. She had thought
she would graduate from high school and have a number of colleges to choose
from. “I never thought I’d be going to Quinsig, but people have told me that it’s a
good school.” Her mother describes her feelings about Celeste’s choice as
“torn,” but echoes Celeste’s belief that it’s “a good school.” Similar comments
came from Victoria and Gabrielle. “It’s not like when I was growing up and it was
like dumb, ‘What, you can’t cut it? Go to Quinsig.’ Now it’s not like that. So
many people have been telling me what a good school it is” (Gabrielle). Emily’s
sister, a student at Assumption College at the time Emily was making her choice,
seemed more aware of institutional hierarchies and conversion potential.
Frustrated that Emily was constrained by her mother’s illness, her sister urged
her to “at least apply to Worcester State.” But Emily didn’t see the difference.
“There’s no point, I mean once I looked through everything, I said, ‘It’s not
anything different.’ And plus it costs more.”
Encouragement
Parents’ knowledge about college is not sufficient in and of itself to help a
student access and persist in postsecondary education. A student needs to
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receive encouragement that is direct, attentive and focused. Direct
encouragement refers to direct verbal statements of support and encouragement,
such as the parent telling the student, “You’re doing a great job,” or “We can help
you with that.” Attentive encouragement encompasses the more subjective,
often nonverbal expressions of support and encouragement. These are
messages that lead the student to believe that the parent is interested and
paying attention to their college experience. Examples of this type of
encouragement include parents being attentive when the student talks about how
school is going, or taking the time to read through tests and papers that the
student brings to them. Finally, focused encouragement refers to
encouragement that is specific and consistent. An example of specific and
consistent support would be a parent’s offering to help the student in a particular
problem area and following up later by asking specific questions or offering more
focused assistance in the problem area. The findings from this study indicate
that parents can most effectively help students succeed when they provide
encouragement that is direct, attentive, and focused.
Direct Encouragement
All of the student participants received statements of direct
encouragement from parents throughout their first year of college. The content
of these statements varied considerably from words of general encouragement to
more specific statements expressing pride to the student for particular actions,
ideas, or achievements. Additionally, all the parents reported making statements
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that expressed continuing willingness to assist their children at various points
during the year.
Most common were broadly encouraging statements. Victoria reported
saying to Joe on more than one occasion, “As long as you’re in school we’ll try
the best we can to help you.” Similarly, Sybil described one of her statements to
Jim: “I just tell him that I’m behind him and I want him to do good in school.”
Charlie smiled as she described some things her father had said that encouraged
her: “He always says to me, ‘good job, good work’....I told him I think I might
want to look into law school, maybe after Quinsig I might be a paralegal, and he
said, ‘good choice kid, good choice!”’ Zeke corroborates this: “I tell her she’s
doing great, keep it up and all that stuff.” Victoria’s statements to Joe were
consistently enthusiastic throughout all our interviews. For example, during our
third interview, she burst out, “I’m very proud of him. I just can’t tell him enough!
He’s blowing me away really!” Joe received these positive messages loud and
clear. “She’s always telling me she can’t wait til I get to be a teacher. It’s stuff
like that that makes me keep going.”
Zeke and Connie were more cautious at first, but became more directly
encouraging as time went on. An early statement by Zeke: “I’ll give her all my
support, anything that I can do for her to keep her in school, I will do. But I’m
standing in the background. I don’t want her to start telling me I’m putting too
much pressure on her, so I just don’t even bring things up.” Slowly, Zeke began
to feel more assured that Charlie was serious about college. When she told him
that she had signed up for a summer class, he responded, “That’s good, really
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good! I’m glad you’re not going about this thing half-assed.” By the end of the
year, Zeke had become less guarded in encouraging Charlie. When she
expressed discouragement that some of her high school friends were graduating
college while she was just finishing her first year, Charlie described how Zeke
reassured her. “It doesn’t matter, you’re doing it. You just weren’t ready [for
college] when they were. And I think that if we’d have sent you, you would’ve
pissed through it, you would’ve wasted our money, and now you’re not. Now
you’re doing very well. I’m proud of you.” Connie was also cautious at first,
“waiting for the other shoe to drop.” But by our final interview, Connie reported
that she was pleased with how things had turned out. “I told her that I was proud
of how well she did, and how she managed to keep everything going-school,
work, everything.”
Gabrielle, on the other hand, demonstrated a consistent style of issuing
encouraging statements along with various caveats, usually concerning money.
“I told her [Lee] she was managing things pretty well, but she needed to get
another job. ‘I don’t mind helping you, but this isn’t a gravy train.’” In January,
Lee asked for help with her books for second semester. Gabrielle responded in
a similar vein. I told her, ‘Sure I’ll help. And we’ll put that on the revolving credit
card in your name.’ It’s not really a credit card, but that’s how I joke with her, you
know? It’s like, ‘Sure, let’s just add that one with no interest.’ Gabrielle also
made frank statements to Lee about other issues related to college. For
example, Gabrielle described an argument they had over Lee’s request for an
internet connection in her room.
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I was joking with her and I said, ‘If I make your life any easier, you’ll be
30 years old and still here!’ And she said, ‘Well I want to move out too.’
And I said, ‘I know, but if I make it any easier by putting a computer line in
your room, you’ll never leave. Why would you need to?’ And I said, ‘You
can have everything in your room, it’s all yours.’ Because believe me, I
plan to do something with that room. The wall will be coming down and
we’ll have a big bedroom with a bathroom. I was kidding, but we’re all
going for the same goal, you know?
For the students and their parents, a close, comfortable relationship
seemed to facilitate more numerous statements of direct encouragement. Three
parent-student pairs demonstrated this type of relationship, while the other three
pairs revealed a more detached one. The contrast between Joe and Victoria’s
relationship and that of Lee and Gabrielle illustrates this point. According to
Victoria, “I’m not one of those parents who’ll come in and if he starts talking, I’m
not going to say I don’t have time. I always say, ‘Yeah, let’s sit down, we’ll talk.’
Let’s find out what the problem is, let’s not let it go on. And we talk.” Joe
concurs. “I know if I have a problem I can talk to my parents about it. They’re
always there for me.” It is relatively easy for Victoria and Joe to talk things over,
and directly encouraging statements are a natural part of the conversational flow.
Victoria describes such a conversation:
Like recently we were talking about some of his friends that didn’t go on to
college, and he’ll say, ‘Ma, why do that, why waste your life? Why not
make something of yourself?’ Like one of his friends will probably work at
the grocery store for the rest of his life. And I tell him I’m so happy he’s in
college. And I’m glad that he sees that, and sees the choices that
someone else has made and where it gets them.
On the other hand, Lee and Gabrielle’s relationship tended to be strained
and distant. While Lee described her relationship with her old boyfriend’s
parents as “really tight, they’re like a secondary mother and father for me,” she
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described the relationship with her own parents as “not real deep.” From Lee’s
perspective, her parents don’t ask about her grades and don’t seem to care
much. “I post all my report cards on the bulletin board in my room. So I mean if
my Mom’s in there cleaning, she sees it. One time she looked at it and said, ‘Oh
not bad.’ I don’t really care if she sees it. I’m not going to go out of my way. I’m
paying for it.” According to Lee, “If they [parents] had it their way I’d be living in
my own apartment. They don’t actually say that, but I know they would love it.”
Attentive encouragement
Attentive encouragement includes more subtle expressions of support and
encouragement than overt statements of direct encouragement. This requires
the parent to be observant of how the student is faring in the various dimensions
of his/her life, to be attentive to details, and to communicate interest to the
student. Such encouragement results in the student’s perception of the parent
as interested enough to take the time to engage in discussions about the
particular issues that are currently facing the student.
Attentive encouragement has both verbal and nonverbal components. For
example, the parent may ask questions about how things are going in math
class, and then demonstrate through body language that he/she is listening
attentively to what the student has to say. An apt example of the verbal
dimension comes from Celeste’s description of conversations she and her Mom
would have while Connie was driving her to school or work. “She asks me, ‘How
was work today? How was your Psychology class?’ She knows my whole
schedule by heart.” A good illustration of the nonverbal component to attentive
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encouragement comes from Joe: “They [parents] might not say it all the time, but
I know deep down inside they’re glad with what I’m doing. I can feel it just by the
smile on their face, you know?”
Some parents were more observant than others, watching their child and
noting details that might indicate how he/she was faring. Victoria described how
she stays aware of Joe’s ongoing state of mind. “One thing with Joe is that if he
does get frustrated he will tell me; he may not tell me right away, but you can
always tell when something’s up, you know? You can always tell. So I try to ask
without putting pressure. I’ll ask sort of casually, “Everything OK?”’ Connie
keeps an eye on Celeste to make sure she’s keeping up academically. “I’ve
seen her writing papers....I’ll see her at the computer, or if I go to turn it on, she
hasn’t shut it down and the paper’s still there on the screen. So I think, ‘OK,
she’s done some stuff here.’” Connie also observes how Celeste is managing
work and school. “If I see her working more hours than she should, if it starts
getting busy and they schedule her too much, then I’m going to speak up.
‘You’re not getting yourself overtaxed here, make sure your schoolwork’s first.’
Just keeping her going in the right direction.” Eva also keeps an eye on Emily’s
work-school prioritizing, although she has a more openly protective style than
Connie or Victoria.
Right now I’m a little concerned because we’ve moved and she’s working
crazy hours, working overnight and not getting enough sleep. No matter
what I make her eat, she’s not really eating that good. And she doesn’t
have a lot of stamina. So we just had a talk this morning....l went to the
grocery store and I got healthy things for her to eat....So I told her, ‘All that
food is there and I want to see it eaten.’ I’ve been making stuff and putting
it into containers and she wasn’t eating it. She was just coming home and
saying she was too tired and she’d flop on the bed and fall asleep.
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As a result of their attention to detail, these parents were able to have
more effective conversations with their children about their college experience.
For example, Connie’s knowledge about Celeste’s career plans and insight into
her personality helped her communicate attentive encouragement to Celeste.
When Celeste expressed concerns about her career plans, Connie was able to
offer support and guidance: “I know she’s got big plans, and I’d really like to see
her fulfill them. She’s said to me, I’m want to go into psychology but there’s not
a lot of money in it.’ And I say, ‘Well, you could be making big money
somewhere and not be happy. Think about what’s important to you.’” Connie is
attentive to Celeste’s feelings and emotions, and Celeste knows this. She noted,
“I put a lot of pressure on myself, but then my Mom knows that....She knows
that’s how I am ....I know in her heart she wants me to succeed and she wants
me to go above and beyond. I know that, but I don’t think she says it right out
because it puts a lot of pressure on me.” Eva’s knowledge about Emily’s
tendency to overtax herself helps her keep Emily on track. “I just had a talk with
her because she did two overnights and then they scheduled her for 10:00 in the
morning the next day, and she had a class later. And I said no. ‘No, no, no. You
can’t do that because you’re going to get to class and your brain is not going to
work.’”
When parents do not provide attentive encouragement, students tend to
perceive that parents are not interested in their college experience. Thus, these
students are much less likely to initiative conversations about college, and may
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not even volunteer information when parents do ask. Both Lee and Jim reported
that their parents rarely asked them about school. For her part, Gabrielle said
that she doesn’t ask about school because Lee doesn’t tell her parents what’s
happening in her life. “Well, you have to have something to talk about. I’m not
sure how she’s doing. I mean, If there’s no verbalizing on one end, how are you
going to say anything encouraging on the other end?” And Lee admits that she
doesn’t tell her parents much. “I don’t really tell them anything anymore. I don’t
really talk to them. I’m just like, ‘yeah, whatever.’ I don’t care. I always never
really want to talk to them anyways. All we talk about is money. Always, always
money....I hate it.”
Jim, on the other hand, occasionally took the initiative to tell his mother
about school.
I tell her when I get a good grade and she’s happy about it, like if I do
good on a paper or something. I usually let her know what’s going on, like
if I miss or class or something. She’s not always here, well recently she
had a hip replacement so she’s been here, but before that she would work
a lot, late, and she was out and stuff.
For Jim, there were no other people available to compensate for his mother’s
sporadic interest in his studies. He reported having “no relationship” with his
older brother, who lives with Jim and his mother. Additionally, Jim does not know
his father, who lives in another state.
When asked questions about how things were going for Charlie, Zeke
stated that it’s no longer his role to be thinking about the details.
If she needs this or she needs that, and if I can get it for her, then I’ll get it.
And that’s it. She’s an adult now, I mean, my thing is done. As far as
hands-on parenting, it’s over. That’s over for me. I don’t know whether
that’s a good attitude to have or whatever, but that’s it.
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On the other hand, Zeke’s understanding of Charlie’s personality does temper
how he handles conversations with her.
As far as I’m concerned, if she wants to talk to me about it [school], I’ll
listen, but I’m not mentioning it. I don’t want her to say I’m putting
pressure on her....because she can tell me one thing now, and then 2, 3
weeks down the line, ‘I hate it, I don’t wanna do this no more.’ That’s just
how she is-don’t push her. If I ask her ‘how’s school’ and I get a “good,”
and that’s it, then I won’t pursue it any more than that. As long as she
keeps going.
Focused encouragement
Focused encouragement is specific and consistent. Such encouragement
is directed towards specific issues, such as a success on a midterm examination
or a particular area of difficulty. Focused encouragement is often concentrated,
meaning that most or all of the parent’s direct and attentive encouragement
centers on the specific focal issue for a period of time. A parent might offer to
help the student with a certain problem, and then follow up later to see how
things turned out. Following up involves asking specific questions or offering
more assistance in the particular area. Focused encouragement also includes
praise for achievements in specific areas, especially those which have previously
been difficult for the student. In order to provide focused encouragement, a
parent must be attentive to the details of the student’s experience.
Action
Encouragement works best when it is backed up by action, when and where
such action is needed. The data from this study show that the most effective
action parents provide to students is concrete, consistent, and congruent.
Concrete actions involve actual, specific activities and behaviors that parents do
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in support of the student, such as filling out a financial aid application or helping
with homework. Consistent action refers to the student’s perception that they
can depend upon parents to provide assistance when it is needed, and the
parents’ dependable provision of such assistance as needed. For example, if the
student’s car breaks down, he/she feels assured that parents are there to help
because they have been reliable sources of aid in the past. Finally, action is
congruent when student and parents generally agree about what is “reasonable”
to expect in terms of assistance; for example, providing a used car versus a new
car, or paying the student’s car insurance. Congruency also refers to a shared
understanding about the level of involvement in the parent-student relationship.
The theme of balancing independence and responsibility was discussed by
almost every student and parent participant at some point during the interview
year. Most of the participants spoke about how this balance needed to change
from what it had been during the high school years. Additionally, some of the
students recognized that these independence issues were different because they
were living at home rather than attending a residential college.
Concrete action
Many parents performed action-oriented activities in support of the student.
Connie, for example, would call Celeste from work each morning to make sure
she got up on time. “I do give her a wake-up call because sometimes she’ll be a
little drowsy on the couch, and when I leave I’ll ask, ‘You need a call in an hour or
so?’ And she’ll say ‘Yup, call me.’ And I’ll call, just to make sure she’s up and
moving....most of the times by the time I call she’s up anyway.” The very idea of
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offering a wake-up call required that Connie was paying attention to details; in
this case, as she was leaving for work, noticing that Celeste was dozing on the
couch. Connie then followed through on her offer.
Eva described a situation Emily had encountered in high school that
required specific, concrete action on her part to get her through. The
headmistress of the school had suggested to Eva that Emily leave because she
had missed two weeks due to illness.
She was a junior, so I went into the school and I said, ‘Get every single
piece of everything she needs and that work will be done by whatever, what
day do you want it done?’ She gave her only 4 days. And she got it all
done. We were up night and day to get that work done, but she got it done
and it was in there.
Sometimes the action does not directly concern school, but involves a
supporting area. For example, when Gabrielle found out that Lee had bounced
two checks, she sat down with Lee and showed her how to manage her
checkbook. “I just basically started from scratch, and talking her through posting,
what she needs to do, to go to the bank, see if she can get reserve credit, to
cover her between paychecks....I guess just helping her with her personal
finances, general life stuff.”
Celeste and Jim both had significant transportation problems during the
year. The different ways their parents supported them, and the different
outcomes each student experienced illustrates the importance of concrete
support to student success. Connie provided concrete assistance by driving
Celeste to and from school, getting some help from Celeste’s boyfriend for night
classes. Celeste completed her first year successfully, even though she had no
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car for most of that year. Jim’s mother, on the other hand, had an idea that Jim’s
car wasn’t running, but did not offer to give him rides. When asked whether she
thought it might impact school attendance, Sybil replied, “Well, I think he was
getting rides with another kid sometimes, but sometimes he might have missed a
class. But nothing too much, he was always going to school. He really likes it.”
In reality, however, Jim failed one of his courses during the first semester
because the he exceed the allowed number of class absences. Similarly, Jim
believes he received a C in Psychology, his favorite course, because of
excessive absences. The attendance problems continued into the second
semester. Jim finished the semester with 2 Ds, and two Incompletes, finishing
the year with a GPA of 2.18, the lowest of all the student participants.
On the other hand, Sybil did provide concrete action to help Jim with his first
major problem of the school year-getting books. Because he had filed his
financial aid application late, he didn’t have the money in time to purchase books.
He went to Sybil for help. “I told him, your books cost like $100 apiece? I don’t
know where that money’s going to come from.” So Jim took the initiative to find
an alternative solution. “I bought them from pin-ups rather than from the
bookstore and I got them a whole lot cheaper.” Sybil described her part in this
project:
He found some notices on the wall, someone was selling books from last
year. He to me, ‘I can get a book for $20,’ so I gave him $20. And then he
found another book for $30, a math book with all the CDs and everything,
and I said, ‘OK, here you go, here’s $30.’ So we did this day by day.
This action, which ensured that Jim had what he needed for his classes, was
concrete but Sybil did not demonstrate consistency in her supportive actions.
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Consistent action
As discussed earlier, consistency refers to reliable supportive action on the
part of the parents, and the student’s perception that parents will be there to help
when it’s needed. Victoria and Connie demonstrated the greatest consistency in
their supportive actions toward Joe and Celeste. Joe describes the
encouragement he perceives coming from his parents: “If I ask my Mom for
something, she wouldn’t hesitate to help me. I just haven’t really asked because
there’s nothing I really need....lt’s kind of like a cushion underneath me.” When
asked how things might change if someone “pulled the cushion out,” Joe replied,
“I don’t think anybody really could, they’ll always be there no matter what.”
Celeste also felt secure that she would get help from her parents when she
needed it. “She [Mom] is really interested in what I’m doing, she looks at my
papers and stuff, she encourages me...she does so much for me. I know she
wants me to do well.” Indeed, Connie was consistent in her supportive actions
throughout the year. First, she was on top of the financial aid paperwork every
step of the way, although she found it very stressful.
I was a basket case. Every day I was afraid to open the mailbox, to see
what they wanted next! So the last time they mailed things, I went in with
an armload of papers, and I went right to the financial aid office and said,
‘How much of this do you want?’ Take my life, take my blood, I don’t care!
So finally they said, ‘OK, this should be it, and by next week you should
have an answer as to whether you’re going to get book money.’
Connie was a steady source of support throughout the year. She provided
transportation for Celeste both semesters and was consistently accessible. “She
knows my cell phone’s on all the time, so if she needs something, she can give
me a call. And if it’s feasible, I’ll be there. She’ll call a lot of times and say, ‘I’m
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starving, can you put me together a salad and bring me up a cup of soup?’ So I
get it together and I drive up.” Connie also helped Celeste maintain her main
social support, which was her boyfriend, by making a room for him in the
basement so he’d be available to encourage Celeste and to help with
transportation. Finally, she helped Celeste in choosing a reliable used car.
While Charlie’s parents took concrete actions to help her at various points
throughout the year, such consistency took time to develop. Before the semester
began, Charlie had filled out her financial aid application and given it to her
mother so that her mother could do her part. Her mother forgot about the forms
until it was too late to file it in time for book money. Charlie, for her part, didn’t
think to follow up with her mother on the forms. The delay caused frustration for
Charlie when she went to buy her books, and start classes. During the second
semester, however, Charlie’s parents rallied around her when she lost her job.
Her mother covered her bills until Charlie’s unemployment claim was processed,
and her father paid for a summer class. Charlie took notice of this change in
their relationship. “
They saw that this time was different. A lot of my other jobs I got fired from
for just not going to work, but this time it really wasn’t my fault. So I think
that’s what got them to say, ‘No, you’re going to school no matter what, it
wasn’t your fault,’ and they also saw that I was still going to my other job....
I think they’re definitely more sure that I’m really going to do something.
Now they’ve seen that I’ve completed a whole year and I’m taking a summer
class, it just kind of puts a whole new light to things.
Congruent action
Finally, action is congruent when student and parents generally agree about
what is “reasonable” to expect. Vehicles were an ever-present theme in many of
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the interviews. For example, while Connie and Celeste both agreed that it was
Celeste’s responsibility to save money and buy a used car, Connie provided
support in the form of concrete action to help ensure that Celeste got a good
deal.
She told me about it [a car under consideration] and I was nervous because
of the mileage. So I asked my brothers, they do insurance work and stuff.
I told her, ‘You ask your uncle, they were coming for a cookout for Memorial
Day. And I’ll go by what he says.’ You know, what the expected mileage
and stuff is. He looked into it and felt she was getting a good deal and not
getting ripped off.
In contrast, Lee and her parents disagreed as to what was reasonable to expect
for her car. Lee had a working vehicle, but was unhappy with the gas mileage.
She wanted her parents to buy her a new car, but her parents disagree. “They
get huffy and puffy when I tell them I want a new car. I said, ‘What if I sell my car
and get this amount of money for it?’ They just say, ‘You have a good car
already, blah, blah, blah.” I said, “I realize it’s a good car. I just don’t want it
anymore. It’s a gas guzzler....it’s ten years old....it’s got tons of miles on it.’ Gabrielle’s
description of the situation is consistent with what Lee reports.
When she says she wants a new car, her father and I just laugh. Her car
runs fine, she just doesn’t like paying for gas for an SUV. I say, ‘Join the
rest of the world. We’re all there. You think you’re the only one paying $25
when you drive in to fill it up? Hey, I got a 4-cylinder and I’m paying $21.’
So I told her, ‘Just cut down on your driving.’ And she just says, ‘Yeah
right.’
Impacting the parents’ and students’ expectations of each other is the reality
of the changing parent-student relationship. In most cases, the dynamic between
parents and students is shifting in terms of the balance between independence
and responsibility. Victoria talks about paying for Joe’s car insurance, which is
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causing a financial strain on she and her husband. She’s torn on whether to
keep paying it while he’s in college, or transfer that responsibility to Joe. At one
point she said, “We pay his car insurance right now. But that’s going to change
soon. He gets mad at me, because he says, ‘You’re always threatening me!’
And I says, ‘Well, we just can’t afford it.’” But then in a later conversation,
Victoria took a different tone. “Joe’s got responsibilities, and he’s not a snotty
little kid. He works a lot, yes, and we’re not these wealthy people, but we got him
started in school and got him a car to go back and forth, and we’ve been paying
for his car insurance. I just think that’s a big burden off of him.”
Congruency also refers to a shared understanding about the level of
involvement in the parent-student relationship. The data shows that students
whose parents demonstrated encouragement and action within a relationship
characterized by an “optimal” level of involvement tended to fare better than
students whose parents either were either not involved at all or overly involved
with them. Students at a residential college don’t have to deal with the same
independence issues as those at a community college where students commute
from home. An “optimal” level of involvement refers to one that most resembles
the level of involvement that would exist if the student had gone away to college.
While the theme of establishing independence and responsibility was discussed
by virtually all students and parents at some point during the interview year, the
reality of the parent-student relationships differed markedly.
Parents who maintained an optimal level of involvement tended to
demonstrate both encouragement and action while at the same time allowing the
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student independence and responsibility for his or her own life. These parents
spoke the most about trying to hold themselves back from being too involved with
their children. Both Joe and Celeste’s mothers talked a good deal about trying to
restrain themselves from repeatedly reminding the students to do things or doing
things for them, so that their children could learn things for themselves. Both
mothers reported that this was initially very hard to do, but became easier during
the second semester. While Joe and Celeste did well both semesters, they
showed marked improvement in the second semester.
Students whose parents were either largely uninvolved or overly involved
with them tended to fare the worst. Emily’s situation provides a dramatic
example of an overly involved relationship. Eva was very protective of her
daughter, and very enmeshed in her daily life, at a time when Emily was trying to
establish some independence. From the beginning Emily had difficulty dealing
with this. “If I was away it wouldn’t be the same at all, but because I’m still living
at home there’s a lot of issues that come up. She wants to make rules for me
that are just ridiculous or she wants to say ‘Oh, no you can’t do something,’ but
I’m going to do it anyway.” By our third interview in January, Emily’s remarks
sounded ominous. It was clear that the relationship was becoming quite
strained, partly as a result of Emily’s struggle for independence, and partly from
issues related to her mother’s illness. “
You get to a point where you just get angry because she’s doing stupid
things that she knows she shouldn’t be doing. Like one thing, I’ll be coming
home from school and I’d call to see if she needs anything, and she says
she’s fine. Then when I get home, she says she needs cigarettes. So I go
back out. I mean I’ll run out five times for her. Or when I want to sleep she
keeps coming into my room, she just comes in and starts talking to me.
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I never get any sleep in this house, so when I go down to my boyfriend’s,
I actually sleep. Here I can’t at all now, and I’m a wreck. I’m always
incredibly tired when I go into work. So that’s how things are progressing.
They’re just getting a little ridiculous and I’m tired.
A major point of contention between Emily and Eva was Emily’s spending
too much time with her boyfriend. Emily attempted to work this out through
negotiation, but to no avail.
I told her [Eva], ‘I’m just going to make two days, one on the weekend and
then one in the week to go down, I think that’s fair.’ And she’s like, ‘Well,
you know I just worry about you driving and I need you home.’ But I’m 19
and I feel that I should have some time away. I don’t understand why she
can’t give it to me. I should have my own freedom and go and just stay at
his [boyfriend’s] house for one night. It got to be such a big problem that I
stopped, and now I’m not seeing him at all. There’s no reason for that. I’m
off work until next Monday, and I feel like a prisoner here.
In our first interviews, Emily had spoken of her plans to transfer to a fouryear institution after earning her degree at Quinsigamond, but due to the stress
between she and her mother, she stated in our third interview that she was
planning to transfer the following fall. “At this point, I’m ready to get out. I think I
was just waiting for that time that I really felt I needed to get out of here, and now
I definitely know I’m going to be ready." Emily was clear that her change of plans
was directly related to her deteriorating relationship with Eva. “
I know if I go away to another college, I’d be able to do whatever I wanted,
and not have her always watching me. My sister had her time to do it, and
I think it’s only fair. There’s just way too much stress for me here right now,
considering that I wouldn’t even have to be here if I went away to college.
It would be a nice relief, a lot off my back, if I just get out of here.
As it turned out, Emily ended up leaving home halfway through the second
semester. During this period, she was also hospitalized following a severe
anxiety attack. Not surprisingly her grades suffered: Emily earned all As and Bs
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her first semester; however, by the end of the second semester she had
withdrawn from one course, failed another, and received two Bs and a D in her
remaining courses. Emily’s GPA plummeted from 3.3 to 2.5.
Conversely, Jim’s mother had almost no involvement with him during the
year. He battled problems such as lack of transportation, foraging for used
textbooks, and job changes, with virtually no support from his family. As
mentioned earlier, Sybil didn’t know much about the details of Jim’s
transportation problems. Additionally, during our third interview she indicated
that she wasn’t sure where Jim was working at that point. “I think he had started
a new job....right, I think it was at the mall, but I don’t know if he’s still there.”
When asked whether she thought Jim was successfully managing work and
school, Sybil’s replied, “I don’t know, I guess OK. I really don’t know. He doesn’t
seem to be having problems.” When asked about Jim’s first semester grades,
Sybil was similarly uninformed. “He didn’t seem upset, so I guess he probably
did well.” Of all the student participants, Jim fared the worst. He experienced
academic problems during his first semester, largely due to poor attendance. By
second semester, he was struggling, and ended up barely passing. At the time
we were to have our last interview, Jim was not registered for the fall semester.
Combinations
All three dimensions of parental influence -- knowledge, encouragement,
and action-can be helpful in and of themselves; however, the greatest benefit is
derived when all three are provided for the student. Indeed, in much of the data
it is difficult to single out individual aspects as operating in a particular situation to
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produce a particular result, because it is, in fact, a combination of aspects that
has shaped the final outcome. Nevertheless, when the data is viewed as a
whole, some clear patterns do emerge. Table 3 shows the six households,
ordered according to the student participant’s first-year cumulative grade point
average.
This table shows that in the absence of knowledge and material capital,
parental encouragement and action can serve as satisfactory substitutes. A
comparison of Charlie and Jim provides a dramatic illustration of this point. Both
students come from households with similar income levels, little to no knowledge
about college, and no available others to compensate for that lack of knowledge.
Yet Charlie was the most academically successful of the student participants,
while Jim was the least. The main difference between the two students is the
level of parental support. Charlie started the school year with moderate support
from her parents, which increased during her second semester. Consistent with
this, Charlie’s grade point average rose almost one point from first to second
semester. Jim, on the other hand, had low parental support in all areas, and his
grade point average remained constant throughout the year.
Celeste’s experience is also consistent with this phenomenon, although she
had some knowledge from visiting her sister at college. What is important here is
that Connie provided Celeste with high levels of encouragement and action
throughout, and the relationship between them improved over the course of the
year. Likewise, Celeste’s second-semester grade point average was 1.3 points
higher than her first-semester average.
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The reverse of this phenomenon is also true: Lee and Emily had access to
several available others with knowledge, all of whom had given the students
direct assistance, and both students attended high cultural-capital high schools.
Additionally, Lee’s family had the highest household income. Even with these
advantages, however, problematic parental support affected both these students.
Lee experienced low parental support and a poor relationship with Gabrielle. Her
first-semester average was among the lowest, and her cumulative average was
just above Jim’s. Additionally, Lee will need to repeat a course because she did
not achieve the “C” grade required by her academic program. Emily, who was
doing the best of all the students at the end of the first semester, fared the worst
during the second semester, mirroring the deterioration of the relationship
between she and her mother, and the decline in parental support.
Finally, it should be noted that while Joe experienced high parental support
and a good relationship with Victoria; his cumulative grade point average fell in
the middle of the sample. However, because Joe was the most academically
challenged of the students, one might wonder whether he would’ve done this well
in the absence of effective parental support.
Various aspects of the constructs emerged throughout the interviews in
different combinations. For example, encouragement was found to operate
differently depending upon the extent to which it was comprised of direct,
attentive, or focused dimensions. What follows are examples of typical
combinations that proved effective for each student.
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Knowledge Plus Action
Although the parent participants all had little or no knowledge about college,
two student participants had a resource outside the family to compensate for this.
Emily got most of her information about college and financial aid programs from
her mother’s boyfriend, David. “My mom would work with him, and they both
would help me out, we would look through the books together. But he knew a lot
about it, and she wasn’t as knowledgeable about the college stuff as he was.”
This information was backed up with concrete, consistent, congruent action from
David, as described by Eva: “They had all those forms that you need, all spread
out on this table, and they filled everything out, and then everything came back,
and he explained it to her. I looked at a lot of them, but it was confusing to me as
to which one was what.”
Similarly, Lee relied upon her former boyfriend’s parents for encouragement
and concrete assistance beginning with her college choice and application
process. “They knew all about it, because they had to do it with Brad [former
boyfriend] last year. And they went too--his mom went to Northeastern for
accounting, and his dad went to Syracuse for engineering.” They helped Lee
with her application essay, and Brad’s mother took Lee on two college visits.
Brad’s parents continued to help Lee throughout the first year. “
They say stuff and I listen to them because they both went through college,
so they’re able to help me more than my parents because my parents go,
‘Well I don’t know. I’ve never done this before. How am I supposed to
know?’ And although they try, they can’t help me. So Brad’s dad especially
helped me figure out my schedule.
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Dimensions of Encouragement
Combinations involving the different types of encouragement were common,
in part because they are so interrelated. As discussed earlier, the data shows
that parents give the most effective assistance to students when they provide
encouragement that is direct, attentive, and focused. A good example of this
comes from Emily and Eva. Eva provided Emily with encouragement that was
both direct, involving direct verbal statements of support and encouragement;
attentive, in that Eva was observant of how Emily was faring in her college life
and communicated interest about Emily’s experiences; and focused, in that Eva
followed up later on specific problems by asking Emily questions and offering
more focused assistance as needed. Emily describes her mother’s direct
encouragement: “She encourages me to attend and stay focused....she asks
about my grades, she’ll ask me, ‘So, how are you doing?’ And we talk about the
good and the bad. She actually cares, you know, she wants to know.” Eva’s
support is also attentive and focused. Emily gave several examples of how her
mother observed that Emily was worried, asked about the problem, provided
concrete assistance, and followed up. “
She knows when I’m having trouble, she knows all that. Like in English
I was doing synonyms and I hate those things, I’m awful at them. So she
helped me and I got a hundred on every quiz so far. And the multiple
choice questions always get me on tests, so she was helping me come up
with some ideas to deal with those....and then we were both happy when I
got a good grade on the next test.
Encouragement Plus Action
As described earlier, Charlie hit a rough spot during her second semester,
when she was laid off from her primary job and her bills started piling up. Her
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parents provided encouragement that was direct, attentive and focused, and
followed it up with concrete, congruent action. “My bills were getting behind, but
my Mom told me not to worry about it and just focus on school. I think that’s why
I did so well, because I had so much more time and it was less stressful that she
wasn’t on my back about paying the money.” Zeke also provided
encouragement backed up with action. “My dad, too, he helped. He paid for the
summer class. Because they only gave me $144 for aid, because I got my paper
and they said, ‘There’s only so much we give out, and you didn’t come at the
beginning, so that’s it.’ He paid $350 or something.”
Back to the Conceptual Framework
In this section, I revisit the conceptual framework for this study, as
discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, and attempt to situate the participants’
experiences within it. My theoretical orientation in designing and carrying out this
research encompasses work from the fields of psychology, sociology, and
education. The overall approach derives from the field theory of Kurt Lewin
(1935). As discussed earlier, Lewin believed that in order to understand human
behavior, one must go beyond individual personality characteristics to the total
psychological field that surrounds an individual. My choice to study family
influences on students is based on the proposition that human behavior, in this
case college-going behavior, is a function of both person and environment. Of
the many aspects of environment that affect students, the literature suggests that
parents are among the most significant (Hossler, Braxton and Coopersmith,
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1988). My goal was to explore the specific nature of parental influence on
students.
My exploration of the “field” that surrounds these student participants is
also informed by Patricia McDonough’s (1991) application of Pierre Bourdieu’s
construct of habitus to students’ predisposition to attend college and to their
college choice process. The notion of organizational habitus, the focus of
McDonough’s 1997 study of California high school students, was helpful here in
understanding the larger habiti of the family and the college. The work of Hossler
and associates (most notably, Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999) guided the timing
and structure of the student and parent interviews.
A synthesis of McDonough’s habitus-based approach and Hossler et al.’s
(1999) temporal approach was used to understanding the student participants’
college-going behavior within the larger sociocultural context. For example, a
student’s list of colleges to consider is largely shaped by family habitus
(McDonough, 1997) and parents’ support and information (Hossler et al., 1999).
Because of the selection criteria, all the families in this study lacked the symbolic
and material capital possessed by families with the benefit of college-educated
parents and an upper-middle-class income level. These students did not see
postsecondary education as inevitable, and often viewed “college” as a vague,
abstract idea.
While early influences on students are family based, external sources of
information become important in the last two years of high school (Hossler et al.,
1999), and students are significantly influenced by the organizational habitus of
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the high school (McDonough, 1997). As reported earlier, four of the student
participants in this study saw Quinsigamond as their only choice. One student
also mentioned transferring to Worcester State College. All four of these
students attended public high schools in communities where the median
household income was well below the state average. The two students who had
larger consideration sets came from high schools with a high cultural capital
organizational habitus; namely, an elite private college preparatory school and a
public high school in a town where the median household income of $90,000 is
nearly twice the state average.
The data suggest specific constructs that pervade the entire college-going
process from childhood to college attendance. Focusing on these constructs of
knowledge, encouragement, and action, rather than focusing on the more
traditional temporal stages of college going, appears to be a more effective way
to understand the field surrounding these first-generation students. In contrast,
traditional approaches to studying students’ college-going behavior are more
linear and stage-oriented. The longitudinal study that forms the basis for
Hossler, Schmit and Vesper’s book, Going to college, as well as the overall
organization of the data reporting, is temporally oriented. The authors identify
predisposition, search, and choice as the three stages in the students’ college
decision-making process.
Similarly, Tinto’s model of college student adaptation and persistence
(1975, 1987), which has been widely accepted and used as the basis for most of
the conceptual and empirical work in the field of student development, is also a
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stage-oriented approach. He proposes a multi-phase model of the process that
students go through in transitioning to college, including breaking away from
memberships in “communities of the past,” taking on the norms, values, and
behaviors of college life, and eventually becoming incorporated into the life of the
institution.
The construct orientation of the conclusions I have drawn from the study
data is consistent with Lewin’s field theory, in that my results are less linear and
more global than those of most existing studies. Parents and family members
are an essential part of a student’s field, which embodies his or her habitus, the
organizational habitus of the family, and the organizational habitus of the college.
You will recall that habitus was defined in Chapter 2 as “a common set of
subjective perceptions held by all members of the same group or class that
shapes an individual’s expectations, attitudes, and aspirations” (McDonough,
1997, p. 9). The data collection methodology in this study was designed to
reveal aspects of students’ and parents’ habiti as it affects their expectations,
attitudes, and perceptions of the new habitus-the college environment.
Additionally, situating interviews in the participants’ homes provided an
opportunity to observe aspects of the students’ and parents’ habiti that would not
otherwise have been available to the researcher.
It was clear that the habiti of the student participants and their families
were dissimilar to the organizational habitus of the college, and consequently, the
students struggled to deal with a culture that was very different from what they
had been used to. Those students whose parents provided support consistent

191

with the model of knowledge, encouragement, and action described above,
tended to be the most successful in negotiating the new environment.
This study was guided by the proposition that individual behavior is the
product of a field of forces rather than merely individual personality
characteristics; however, there is a substantial body of literature focusing on
individual characteristics, as discussed in Chapter 2 (Heilman & Harbeck, 1997;
, Stage & Hossler, 2000). Although this psychological dimension was not
incorporated into the conceptual framework for this particular study, the interview
data often led me to suspect that individual personality characteristics also
played an important role in how successfully the student participants fared.
To give one example, Jim, whose parent was less than supportive in
terms of knowledge, encouragement, and action, nevertheless managed to
complete the year with a passing grade point average. I believe that certain
personal characteristics revealed in the interview data played a critical role in his
persistence. Jim demonstrated perseverance and creative problem solving by
his method of getting textbooks with very little money, and combining various
transportation strategies to get to and from school and work after his car broke
down. Jim’s perseverance was not sufficient, however, to ensure his success.
He lacked critical pieces of knowledge, such as the fact that in college,
attendance policies may vary among instructors. Jim also lacked effective
parental support. He may have been more successful had Sybil been. Would
Jim have fared more poorly if he did not possess these traits? These dimensions
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of Jim’s field were not taken into consideration in this study, and would provide a
fertile subject for further research.
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CHAPTER 5
IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY, PRACTICE AND RESEARCH
Chapter Overview
This chapter begins with a review of the results and conclusions
concerning the nature of parental support, as articulated in the construct-based
model detailed in Chapter Four. Next, the research results are considered in
terms of their potential for influencing public policy and improving practice at
various levels, including federal, institutional, and family, and for various
stakeholders, including federal and state policy makers, teachers, administrators,
parents, and students. Particular emphasis will be placed on issues of symbolic
capital (cultural and social capital) and suggestions for habitus broadening will
also be presented. Finally, future research directions will be identified and
discussed.
Introduction
Chapter introduced the student and parent participants, followed by a
detailed discussion of the findings. The research data suggest a fundamental
difference in the college-going experiences of first-generation students as
compared to non-first-generation students. To understand the experiences of
firsts and the influence of parents and family on them, it seems to be more useful
to focus on particular constructs that pervade the entire college-going process,
from childhood to college attendance, rather than to focus on temporal stages, as
does most of the existing literature.
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The limitations encountered in the study were discussed, in the expected
areas of researcher bias, subject mortality, and interaction effects. The actual
content of what occurred in each of these areas was somewhat different from
what had been anticipated. For example, while none of the student participants
left college before the end of the first year, one student-parent pair was
unreachable at the time of the fourth set of interviews. This left me with less
interview data on this pair than I had collected from the other participants.
The final section of Chapter Four returned to the conceptual framework
set out in Chapter One, and situated the student and parent participants’
experiences within this framework. The construct-oriented model that emerged
from analysis of the data was discussed in terms of consistency with Lewin’s field
theory. A synthesis of McDonough’s habitus-based approach and Hossler et
al.’s (1999) stage-oriented theories was used to enhance understanding of the
student participants’ college-going behavior within the overarching sociocultural
context. Finally, it was noted that while the present study was guided by the
proposition that individual behavior is the product of a field of forces rather than
simply the result of individual personality characteristics, such traits may
nevertheless be important in better understanding the students’ experiences.
Implications for Policy and Practice
In Chapter One I discussed the significance of this study. On the level of
the individual community college or institution serving large numbers of firstgeneration students, I hoped to contribute to the limited literature in this area, in
order to help faculty and administrators deal with the significant retention
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problems experienced by these institutions (Borglum & Kubala, 2000; Tinto,
Russo & Kadel, 1994). On the societal level, I pointed out the larger issues at
stake in helping these students get to and through postsecondary education.
More firsts are entering college than ever before. At the same time, job
qualifications and career paths in a global economy are increasing in complexity.
In order to meet these global economic needs, we must ensure the success of
the greatest number of college students. Since nearly half of all college students
enroll in community colleges, and over 60 percent of them are firsts, this
population comprises a significant portion of our future workforce. Thus, for
reasons of economics as well as social responsibility, it no longer serves our
needs to perpetuate stratification in higher education. If we are to achieve
greater equity in postsecondary educational opportunities, issues related to both
material and symbolic capital must be addressed at several levels and for a
variety of stakeholders-- national and state policymakers, teachers and
administrators at individual institutions, and individual families of parents and
students.
The Indirect Path
The present research suggests a construct-based model of parental
influence on first-generation students, which affects students from childhood
through their first-year adaptations to college. This finding stands in contrast to
the commonly accepted stage theories, which have largely guided policy and
practice to date.
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Three overall constructs emerged as important to the effectiveness of
such support-knowledge, encouragement, and action. Each of these constructs
is necessary but not sufficient in itself for effective parental support. For
example, in the absence of knowledge, which is necessary to providing the most
effective parental support, encouragement and action may be satisfactory
substitutes. Additionally, various aspects of these constructs emerged
throughout the interviews in different combinations. Knowledge, for example,
covers five broad areas, including knowledge about college procedures and
about what to expect in college. Encouragement was found to operate differently
depending upon the extent to which it was comprised of direct, attentive, or
focused dimensions. Encouragement tended to work best when it was backed
up by action. Concrete action was often effective; however, consistency and
congruency rendered parents’ actions even more effective in helping students.
Additionally, the most successful student outcomes occurred within an
environment characterized by a shared understanding about the level of
involvement in the student-parent relationship.
My first and overarching recommendation for policy and practice is to work
towards eliminating artificial stage distinctions in students’ educational
progression towards high school diploma and possible college attendance. At
the level of federal and state policy, a more comprehensive, K-16 perspective is
needed. At the federal level, the timing and scope of existing “bridge programs,”
such as the federal TRIO programs (Upward Bound, Talent Search, Student
Support Services), needs to be examined. Currently these programs typically
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target low-income high school and college students, two thirds of which must
come from households where neither parent has completed college. Since
research clearly indicates that parental influence is significant from the very
earliest years of life, intervention programs could be effective as early as the
primary school years. A more recently developed program, involving a
combination of federal and state input, is GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness
and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs). GEAR UP attempts to address
the early intervention issue by focusing on younger students, as early as fifth
grade, and following its cohort through high school. This is clearly a step in the
right direction, although the proposed federal budget calls for the elimination of
this program (Burd, 2005). Finally, more K-16 initiatives, now being tested and
implemented in many states across the country, are needed.
At the secondary school level, data from the present study as well as
others (McDonough, 1997) show that high schools generally don’t start giving
college information until junior year. The low-cultural-capital high schools in this
study were no exception. The high-cultural-capital high schools began college
preparation in the freshman year. For students who lack the benefits of a family
habitus high in cultural and social capital, much earlier intervention is needed.
Schools should begin focusing on a K-16 process at the primary level. Ageappropriate information, ideas and images presented at this point will allow for a
longitudinal process of habitus broadening, changing the student’s mindset from
a young age. The ideas and images presented in primary school will combine
with other aspects of the student’s field to develop into the student’s worldview.
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Students from high-cultural-capital families profit from this type of early direction;
there is no reason why other students cannot also have this opportunity.
A recent example of the comprehensive type of initiatives being suggested
here is outlined in a 2004 report from the Center for American Progress and the
Institute for America’s Future. This plan calls for states to develop, test, and
refine “fast-track" programs that link secondary schools with colleges, using seed
money and regulatory flexibility from the federal government, over a six- to
twelve-year time period (Pennington, 2004).
At the postsecondary level, increased parental involvement is needed.
Abraham and Wagnon (1992) describe a successful orientation program that has
been in place at Mississippi State University for over a decade. The program
serves a largely first-generation student population, and makes parents an
integral part of the orientation. “Their [students’] mothers and fathers usually
cannot explain to them what college life is like. And these parents need to know
how they can best help their sons and daughters while they are in college” (p.
33). This view is consistent with a key finding from the present study, that in the
absence of parents’ knowledge about college, encouragement became more
significant; and where that encouragement is supported with action, students fare
the best. Involving parents more fully will not only enlarge their knowledge base,
but will also make it more likely that they will be willing and able to support
students effectively.
Even when parents are invited to participate in orientation activities, their
involvement typically ends there. The results of the present study indicate that
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involving parents beyond orientation is important to student success, particularly
during the first year. Virtually all of the parent participants reported learning
many things about college during the students’ first year at Quinsigamond. In
many cases, the parents’ encouragement and action became more effective as a
result of this. Colleges can facilitate this trial-and-error process by providing
parents with opportunities throughout the first year designed to foster more
effective encouragement and action, as well as increasing their college
knowledge.
The Knowledge Gap
The student participants in the present study also reported learning
through trial and error, particularly around college structures. For example,
during our last interview, Lee was asked about things she had learned from her
first year of college, and she chose to focus on structural concerns.
I’ve definitely become more conscientious of organizing how I’m
scheduling my classes. Next year I’ll be a lot less naive because I’ve
gone through it already....The advisors here don’t even care. You have to
look out for yourself because no one else will....It’s a huge thing and it can
really screw you up if you don’t.
Postsecondary institutions may be able to address these aspects of the
knowledge gap through alternative organizational structures. Recent data (DeilAmen & Rosenbaum, 2003; Rosenbaum, Person & Gordon-McKeon, 2004)
indicate that colleges can improve student success through structural changes
that remove barriers to access and progress. Rosenbaum et al. (2004)
compared procedures at public two-year colleges with those at private
occupational colleges. Their research identified a number of procedural
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problems that significantly impact students’ access to education and progress
toward completion, including bureaucratic hurdles, confusing choices, and poor
advising. Rosenbaum et al. suggest that structural differences may be the
primary explanation for the different outcomes they observed at the two types of
institutions. “In sum, private colleges have devised procedures that reduce the
needs for the kinds of cultural capital that are less relevant to the substantive
tasks of schooling, and they remove many barriers that deter students in
community colleges” (p. 13).
Deil-Amen and Rosenbaum (2003) asked whether students had ever
taken a course that they later discovered would not count toward their degree, a
question that I also posed to my student participants. These researchers found
that 45 percent of community college students responded that this had indeed
happened to them. Similarly, I found that the majority of my student participants
had taken a course that they later found would not count toward their degree.
For example, when I asked Lee whether she was aware that remedial courses
she had taken in her first semester would not count toward her degree, she
replied, “I guess I wasn’t. Well now I am. I wasn’t sure if those two [courses]
were college level.” When I asked her how she found out they weren’t college
level, she replied simply, “Well, you just told me!” This experience stands in
contrast to the experience of students at the private occupational colleges in DeilAmen and Rosenbaum’s (2003) study. Of these students, only 16 percent
reported this type of experience. These schools required students to meet with
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an advisor at least once per semester; and it was always the same person, which
was not true of my student participants’ experience.
At the federal level, bridge programs serve the more tangible informational
needs, such as where to get college information, financial aid programs,
application processes, and the like. A drawback of these programs is that
participation is limited to students from very low-income families. Thus, most of
the families in the present study would not qualify for these programs, with the
exception of financial aid application assistance. In fact, for the parent
participants in the present study, any attempts at information gathering were
limited to attending a high school financial aid night.
Consequently, the secondary school becomes an important source of
information. As noted earlier, the organizational habitus of the high school is a
significant mediating force on when and how students and parents get college
information (McDonough, 1997). College choice provides an apt example of this
influence. As Hearn (1984) noted over twenty years ago, “in the high-school-tocollege transition, the academically and socioeconomically ‘rich’ become richer
(i.e., attend schools having superior intellectual and material resources) while the
academically and socioeconomically ‘poor’ become poorer” (p. 28). The data
from this study provide compelling support for this proposition. The two student
participants who considered schools other than Quinsigamond were also the only
ones who had attended high-cultural capital high schools. This suggests that the
habitus of these high schools to some extent mitigated the lack of parents’
postsecondary education experience. Additionally, these two students were the
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only ones who had the benefit of college-educated mentors helping them through
the process. For the other students in this study, Quinsigamond was the only
school considered. There was little or no “college choice” period. Half the
students made their choice and completed the enrollment process in the few
weeks before the fall semester began. This stands in direct contrast to the oftenlengthy choice process of students from households where one or both parents
have college degrees (Hearn, 1984; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Hossler, Schmit
& Vesper, 1999).
The Hidden Knowledge Gap
Within the construct of knowledge, an additional aspect of these findings
concerns the impact of gaps in knowledge that parents and students are not
aware of. As mentioned earlier, it has been shown that aspects of students’
cultural capital play a significant role in students’ college-going behavior
(McDonough, 1991, 1998), influencing the predisposition to attend college, which
colleges students see as possibilities, which colleges they ultimately choose, and
how effectively they adapt to the college culture. Additionally, students who
persist in college tend to be those who have college-congruent norms, values,
and behaviors upon entry (Berger & Milem, 1999).
The habitus of first-generation students and their families is quite different
from that of nonfirsts. College-congruent norms, values, and behaviors are
typically embedded in the habitus of nonfirsts, endowed upon them by their
college-educated parents. While firsts and their families also possess symbolic
capital, such capital tends to be “border knowledge,” not of the dominant
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hegemony, and therefore not valued and/or recognized by it (Rhoads & Valadez,
1996). Thus, while the student participants in this study were acutely aware of
their financial disadvantage in relation to many other students, and also aware
that their parents lacked the knowledge to advise them on college-related
matters, they remained largely unaware of these underlying differences. Both
students and parents were essentially unaware that they lacked the particular
symbolic capital congruent with mainstream college culture; indeed, they were
not conscious of the value of such symbolic goods and the conversion potentials
of those goods.
For example, both parents and students were aware that Quinsigamond is
not a prestigious college choice, but unsure as to why that is the case; aware that
private institutions are more prestigious, but unsure why the financial sacrifice
required to attend such a college would be worth it in the end. Brooks-Terry
(1988) gives an example of parents who had heard that some college graduates
are unemployed, and have come to believe that time and money could be better
expended on a short-term career-oriented program of study, rather than aspiring
to a college degree. Parents of firsts have not necessarily internalized beliefs
about the value of a college education beyond its potential for conversion into
higher earning potential for their children. As Brooks-Terry (1988) concludes, “It
is the attitudes, values, and behaviors acquired in the process of higher
education, rather than the knowledge of particular fields of study, that are the
critical payoffs from college” (p. 127).
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Habitus Broadening
The holistic paradigm used in the present study focuses on the
participants’ field and on individual and organizational habiti. This means that
what is needed goes beyond disseminating college-related information to
students, and sometimes parents. Interventions must occur early, and involve
others in the student’s field. The goal is to enlarge the habitus of first-generation
students and their families. Successfully enlarging a student’s habitus or a
family’s organizational habitus, to any extent, will necessarily involve shifting the
perceptions of all involved.
The most effective programs would aspire to enlarging the habitus of
disadvantaged students and their parents, as well as addressing specific
knowledge deficits. Research has shown that from an early age, students from
high-cultural-capital families see themselves as college-bound; and their parents
have sufficient knowledge to keep them headed in that direction. Collegeeducated parents talk more to their children about various aspects of the college
experience including different types of colleges, and links between college
programs and careers. Due to their knowledge about college, these parents are
able to keep students aware and on track in terms of taking the proper courses in
middle school and high school. Parents who do not have experience with college
can also be encouraging to their children; for example, pointing out the
importance of a college education. However, in the absence of college
knowledge, students can make critical errors in their college preparation, college
choice, knowledge of links between college and careers, and college adaptation.
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Habitus broadening need not be a unidirectional process. First-generation
students’ and their parents’ learning about the higher education system,
structures, procedures and expectations will broaden their habitus by building
cultural capital. Involving nonfirsts in this process can also be helpful. Including
students from higher-cultural-capital families in the process will provide an
additional dimension of habitus broadening for both these students and those
from lower-cultural-capital families.
First to be addressed is the finding that the notion of going to college
tends to be viewed as “continuation” by nonfirsts, and as “disjunction” by firsts
(Terenzini, Rendon, Upcraft, Millar, Allison, Gregg & Jalomo, 1994). Changing
this perception will involve a process of making the unfamiliar more familiar, not
only for students, but also for their parents and other family members. In other
words, the notion of “college” needs to become something with which they can
associate facts, ideas, and images.
Secondly, we need to re-think the assumptions underlying the content and
manner in which we present college-related information, particularly within the
context of a national policy environment that seems determined to direct lowerincome college-bound students to state and community colleges, regardless of
academic achievement. An example of this comes again from the current federal
budget proposal, which recommends elimination of the early-intervention GEAR
UP college readiness program, elimination of the Perkins Loans Program,
slashed funding for the TRIO programs, while at the same time advocating the
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creation of a new program to promote community college access for less
advantaged students.
MacLeod (1995) describes “achievement ideology” as a “the widespread
belief that everyone has equal access to the American Dream” (p. 189). Within
this framework, education is viewed as the solution to the problem of social
inequality; education makes the competition for prestigious jobs and wealth a
level playing field. Because this collective belief is so deeply ingrained in
American society, teachers, counselors, and other educators routinely, and often
unconsciously, promulgate the belief that educational accomplishment translates
into economic success. Thus, achievement ideology permeates the programs
we design to help less advantaged students. I propose that when presenting
college-related information to students and their parents, this ideology needs to
be made more explicit, with the goal of broadening students’ consideration sets
and developing cultural & social capital, regardless of the institution they
ultimately attend. As MacLeod (1995) recommends, “Achievement ideology
must be replaced with ways of motivating students that acknowledge rather than
deny their social condition” (p. 262).
This idea is echoed by Rhoades and Valadez (1996), in their case study of
developmental education students. These students, who are often firsts, as well
as other less advantaged groups, often possess what these researchers call
“border knowledge,” knowledge that is seen as less valuable because it emerges
from their lower status habitus. This idea is based on Bourdieu’s belief that
certain types of knowledge are viewed as more valuable than others, depending
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on the sociocultural and economic position of those who hold that knowledge. As
described by Rhoades and Valadez (1996):
Those individuals and families most connected to mainstream social
institutions have a greater opportunity to assert their linguistic and cultural
competencies as norms. Those individuals and families removed from
mainstream institutions and sources of social power are more likely to
have linguistic and cultural forms defined for them as norms, (p. 140)
The challenge for community colleges as set forth by Rhoades and Valadez, is
similar to the challenge for those who work with students in college readiness,
bridge, and orientation programs: to design programs “that offer diverse students
opportunities to learn new ideas, concepts and ways of seeing the world without
rejecting the cultural forms these students bring with them” (p. 141). Broadening
and legitimizing such knowledge would ultimately benefit all students.
Work/School Adaptation
A final finding from this study is the detrimental impact of extensive offcampus work on the participants’ college experience. Since the guiding principle
of data analysis in this study was to explore the themes identified by the
participants rather than themes prejudged to be significant by the researcher,
and since the topics of finances, work and school/work balance were discussed
by virtually all the participants in almost every interview, this finding will be
discussed here.
Research suggests that finances determine both who gets to college, and
which college they get to. According to a 2004 report by the Pell Institute, of the
56 percent of 18- to 24-year olds in college or who had attended college, 31
percent were from low-income families and 79 percent were from high-income
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families. In fact, postsecondary educational opportunity increases as income
rises, with more than 20 percentage points separating each income level
(Jamieson, Curry & Martinez, 2001). Additionally, the consequences of choosing
a community college over a more prestigious institution are significant (Bowen &
Bok, 1998; Brewer, Eide & Ehrenberg, 1999; McDonough, 1996; Persell,
Catsambis & Cookson, 1992). Brewer et al.’s (1999) cross-cohort study of the
effects of college type on earnings found there was “a large premium to attending
an elite private institution and a smaller premium to attending a middle-rated
private institution, relative a bottom-rated public institution” (p. 8). This study also
found evidence suggesting that these premiums have increased over time.
Historically, policy efforts to improve access and equity in postsecondary
education have focused on financial assistance, such as the G.l. Bill of 1944 and
the first Higher Education Act of 1965. At first, programs such as the Pell Grant
had a significant impact on increased access by disadvantaged students.
However, over time, the value of the Pell Grant has been significantly eroded due
to increasing costs for tuition, fees, and living expenses. In 1976, the maximum
Pell Grant covered 72% of the average costs of attending a public, four-year
college. In 2002, the maximum Pell Grant covered only 41% of these costs
(ACE, 2004). For private, four-year institutions, the figures are 35% and 16%,
respectively. This has had a significant impact on all students, but is particularly
devastating for lower-income students. Between 1980 and 2000, the proportion
of income required for a low-income family to pay for one year at a public, four-
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year college increased from 13% to 25%. The proportion of income required for
a high-income family to fund a year of college is 5% (IHEP, 2004).
In the present study, finances had a clear and significant impact on the
students’ decisions about whether or not to attend college, which colleges they
considered, which college they chose, and their first-year adaptation, in terms of
balancing work and school. Financial issues were key to whether and how many
hours these students had to work at off-campus jobs. Finances also impacted
their access to tangible resources such as books and vehicles.
Most of the students in this study were eligible for varying amounts of
need-based government aid; however, despite living with their parents, none
were able to cover the majority of their expenses through this aid. These findings
are consistent with recent data (King & Bannon, 2002) showing that nearly 50
percent of full-time students work 25 or more hours per week; twenty percent
work 35 or more hours per week. The majority of working students report that
working harms their grades, constrains class scheduling, and limits course
choice. In particular, students who work more than 25 hours a week are almost
twice as likely than their peers to have academic problems; and low-income
students are significantly more likely to work over 25 hours a week than are
wealthy students. Of the student participants in the present study, all held
multiple, off-campus jobs, all but one worked more than 20 hours per week, and
half worked 35 or more hours per week. Of those students who worked more
than 20 hours per week, all reported detrimental effects as a result of this, which
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is again consistent with both recent data and earlier findings (Astin, 1977;
Christie & Dinham, 1991).
Clearly, need-based federal and state student aid must be raised to more
realistic levels, relieving some of the stress of balancing school with employment.
/'

Realistic funding levels can enable students to keep their work hours under the
25-hour “turning point” suggested by King and Bannon (2002). Additionally, it is
important that need-based assistance should consist more of grant than loan aid,
to avoid students’ leaving college with a large student loan debt. Presently,
guaranteed and direct loan programs comprise about 79 percent of federal
student aid (Burd, 2005), and are the fastest-growing sector of the student aid
market according to the College Board. Additionally, the impact of excessive
debt is ultimately greater for low-income students than for higher-income
students (Gross, 2004).
While it is clear that the federal government and states need to provide
need-based grant aid at realistic levels, there are significant barriers to raising
the level of such aid. First, our country is experiencing a period of
unprecedented federal and state financial deficits. The federal government is
experiencing record deficits, and has been directing resources to priorities other
than postsecondary education. Most states are also experiencing significant
shortfalls. Additionally, federal policy impacts states’ deficits. For example,
between 1994 and 2001, states lost about 8 percent of their revenue through
federal tax cutting (Breneman, 2003).
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Consequently, the policy climate for increased funding and new initiatives
currently appears rather grim. The federal budget presently under consideration
by Congress provides level funding for key programs, including the College Work
Study and Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grant programs. Additionally,
sizeable cuts are proposed for adult and vocational education as well. Also
proposed is the elimination of the Perkins Loan program (Burd, 2005). A 5.6
percent increase is proposed for the maximum annual Pell Grant award, the
primary governmental source of aid for low-income students, which has been
stalled at just over $4,000 since 2002; however, it should be noted that most
students get much less than the maximum award (ACE, 2004). This was true of
the students in the present study as well.
Secondly, in a situation of scarcity, it is particularly critical to ensure that
as much aid as possible is directed to low-income students on the basis of need.
Closer analysis of how concepts like “low income” and “need” are defined, and
how this affects the policy implications flowing from these underlying
assumptions, is needed. This is clearly demonstrated by the financial situation of
the families in the present study. These families had household incomes that
were not low enough to be considered “low income,” yet not high enough to
enable them to contribute significant funds toward college. Two of the students
were not eligible for any need-based aid, and had to supplement their earnings
from work with student loans.
A final issue concerning need-based aid policy involves where lowerincome students end up attending college. While financial aid can assist a low-
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income student in getting to college, funding of such aid can also funnel students
to different institutions based on socioeconomic status. As noted by the Institute
for Higher Education Policy (2004), analysis of federal student-aid policy
outcomes suggest that community colleges are increasingly becoming the only
option for many low-income students. Although in 2000, a significant portion of
federal need-based aid went toward promoting college choice, certain groups of
students remain more likely to attend the same categories of institutions as they
were attending ten years earlier. A closer look at these data reveals that
increasing percentages of this aid are going to promote choice in the higher
income categories (IHEP, 2002). As mentioned earlier, the current national
policy environment seems to support this trend, as indicated by elimination or
severe funding cuts to key programs helping low-income and first-generation
students access all levels of higher education, while funding promotion of
community college access for these students.
Dovetailing with actual college cost issues is the issue of how college
costs are perceived by parents and students, which has been shown to affect
college choice. For example, a 2003 report from U.S. Department of Education
found that 65 percent of students and 58 percent of their parents either could not
estimate annual tuition costs or overestimated costs by more than 25 percent.
More significantly, the authors reported that even after application of statistical
controls, “the results indicate that the level of awareness students and parents
possess about the costs of college is positively related to either household
income or parents’ education levels or both” (Horn, Chen & Chapman, 2003).
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This perceptual discrepancy highlights the importance of considering the
symbolic capital issues at the heart of the present study, as well as material
capital concerns. The finding that knowledge, one of the three constructs of
parental support discussed earlier, is related to household income and parents’
/

educational level indicates that policy interventions focusing on material capital,
such as grants and loans, are not sufficient. A more subtle yet equally significant
area for policy intervention concerns issues of symbolic capital, including cultural
and social capital.
Areas for Future Research
The results of this study, together with data from existing literature,
suggest a number of areas for future research. This small-scale qualitative
inquiry into the specific nature of parental influence on first-generation college
students is a first step toward increased understanding of the complex, evolving
relationship between firsts and their parents as students make their way to and
through college. In this section, I will discuss each possible line of inquiry, and
give specific recommendations on directions for future research.
The Nature of Parental Influence
As reported in Chapter Two, parental influence clearly differs for firsts as
compared to nonfirsts (Billson & Brooks-Terry, 1982; McConnell, 2000); however,
little research has explored the specific nature of these differences in parental
influence. I suggest that the nature of the relationship between student and
family members evolves over time. As students redefine their own roles, their
relationship with parents and family undergoes a similar redefinition. In this
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context, it becomes important to understand the character of this relationship,
including the specific nature of parental influence on students. To facilitate
increased understanding of these issues, several lines of research can be
pursued.
First, additional empirical support for the constructs identified in this study-knowledge, encouragement, and action-would facilitate increased
understanding of the nature of parental influence and of the evolving studentparent relationship. The construct model is only an emergent theory, harvested
from the data of a single small-scale study, and would clearly benefit from further
investigation.
Second, the few existing studies that focus on parental influence rarely
mention detrimental aspects of that influence. London (1992) and others point
out that the more parents view college as an “other,” the less supportive they
tend to be. Firsts are making a greater change from the social status of their
parents than are nonfirsts; and research clearly suggests that they make that
change with fewer material resources and less role modeling from significant
others (London, 1992).
Finally, since relatively few studies of students’ adjustment to college
provide parental education information, studies of adaptation that distinguish
firsts from nonfirsts will provide policy makers, college administrators, faculty with
specific information they can use to help students; and will give students’ families
insights into the experience of college adaptation that will help them provide
effective encouragement and action in support of students.
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College Structures
The studies discussed above, comparing structural arrangements in
public, two-year institutions with those of private, two-year occupational colleges,
suggest another important area for future research. Studies should focus on
both providing additional empirical evidence for such structural differences, and
studying student outcomes associated with implementation of such structural
changes. Additionally, an important dimension of future research around these
issues will involve exploring students’ awareness of the advantages and
drawbacks of having limited choices in college courses and programs. DeilAmen and Rosenbaum (2003) argue that students appreciate the limited choices
and clear, relatively inflexible schedule they are required to follow at a private
occupational college. While it is easy to understand that students may perceive
fewer choices to be much less confusing; but it is also important to inquire into
their awareness of the drawbacks of such an approach; for example, limiting
exploration, limiting transfer opportunities, and clearly tracking them toward a
single narrow career area.
College Choice and Capital Conversion
McDonough’s (1996) model of college choice indicates that students’
choice can be related to perceived “capital conversion” benefits. In other words,
college choice is habitus-based; there are differences in how students view
college in general, and specific colleges in particular. Students from low-culturalcapital families do not possess the same ability to decode symbolic meanings
associated with different levels of institutional status. This could be logically
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extended to suggest that students from low-cultural-capital families may not
possess the same ability to decode symbolic meanings associated with different
types and levels of education-secondary, postsecondary, vocational or trade.
The data from this study support McDonough’s capital conversion model. Emily
talked about her sister urging her to consider schools other than Quinsigamond.
But she didn’t see the difference. “There’s no point, I mean once I looked
through everything, I said, ‘It’s not anything different.’ And plus it costs more.”
Similarly, Joe, at the time of our second interview, had been exploring alternative
ways of completing his bachelor’s degree. “There’s so many different ways to do
it now....and it’s the same exact thing no matter whether I graduate from
Quinsigamond, Worcester State, or Harvard-it doesn’t really matter.”
Information needs to be presented in terms of types of institutions and
hierarchies of institutions; all colleges are not equal. Students and parents from
high-cultural-capital families know this instinctively; students and parents from
low-cultural capital families may suspect differences in institutional status, but
underestimate the importance of these differences, or focus on the more
dramatic comparisons, such as Harvard or Stanford versus a state or community
college.
Differential Access to Material Resources
The issue of students’ differing access to non-cash material resources
provides a rich context for future investigations. A recurrent theme in my
interview data concerned such resources; in particular, reliable transportation,
access to a home computer, and access to the Internet. Reliable private
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transportation is critical in the region where Quinsigamond is located. Most of
the student participants encountered difficulties in this area at some point during
their first year of college, with varying levels of impact. Jim’s transportation
problems ultimately resulted in excessive absences from classes and a barely
passing grade point average for the year. Celeste relied on her mother and
boyfriend for her transportation, while Emily shared a vehicle with her mother.
Joe, Lee, and Charlie owned reliable cars. Lee and Charlie struggled to pay for
insurance, gas, and repairs, while Joe’s parents took care of these things. Only
Jim experienced significant negative outcomes as result of transportation
problems, although almost all of the student participants were significantly
distracted by such problems at various points during the year.
Emily, Jim and Charlie experienced considerable computer-related
difficulties, to varying extents. Emily struggled with computer issues all year.
During the first semester, her computer stopped working entirely. Consequently,
she had no Internet access or electronic mail for most of that period. Emily got
another computer during January break, but when she left home halfway through
the second semester, her Internet service and electronic mail accounts were
cancelled. Emily attempted to solve this problem by using a computer at school,
but ultimately the severe turmoil associated with her leaving home, as well as
several weeks spent living “out of her car trunk” defeated these attempts.
Virtually no research has been done on the impact of access to such
resources and the first-year persistence of community college students, and
limited research exists involving four-year college students. One recent study
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presents a quantitative analysis of the impact of e-mail access on first-year
persistence of first-generation four-year college students (Duggan, 2004).
Duggan contends that email can be considered as both bridging and bonding
social capital. Duggan believes that e-mail can be “a form of integration as well
as a type of social capital that can act as a bridge to the past and the future” (p.
181). E-mail gives students the ability to communicate with family and pre¬
college friends immediately and inexpensively. Thus, “students may find that
they can become part of their new college communities without separating from
their past to the degree Tinto believed necessary” (p. 181). Additionally, students
can use e-mail to bond with new college friends, and to develop relationships
with faculty and administrators. Given the results of the present study as well as
the intriguing ideas of Duggan (2004), the material and symbolic capital
conversion of electronic resources provides a fertile area for future for research.
Perceptions and Behavior
A neglected but potentially fruitful area for future research concerns
students’ and parents’ habitus-based perceptions about college in the abstract,
particular colleges, perceptions about college costs, and the like. What is the
specific nature of these perceptions? How do these perceptions affect whether
students plan to attend college, which colleges they consider attending, and
which they ultimately choose? How do parents’ perceptions affect the signals
they send to their children? McDonough’s work, for example, provides numerous
opportunities to replicate, build knowledge, and test propositions.
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The impact of perceptions of college costs on behavior is yet another line
of inquiry within this context. The interview data from this study, along with the
2003 Department of Education study discussed earlier, concerning students’ and
parents’ lack of awareness about college costs, suggests another ample area for
research. For example, if so many parents and students possess incorrect
information about these costs, what is the impact of this lack of knowledge on
what parents and students actually do? This is not discernable from the current
literature, which tends to report students’ actualization of college plans in terms
of percentages of high school graduates who go to college. Numbers tell only
part of the story, however. What is the connection between incorrect knowledge
about costs and students’ and parents’ college decision-making? We need to
know how this incorrect information impacts the extent to which students see
college as an option, and where they do see it as an option, how it affects their
college choices.
Individual Personality Traits
The extent to which students’ adjustment to college is affected by
psychological factors, many of which are mediated by family influence, provides
yet another area for future investigations. As discussed in Chapter Four,
although the individual psychological dimension was not deliberately
incorporated into the conceptual framework for the present study, the interview
data often led me to wonder about the role of individual personality
characteristics in the success of these student participants.
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Areas for research include, but are not limited to, the influence of student coping
skills (Feenstra, Banyard, Rines & Hopkins, 2001), self-esteem (McGregor,
Mayleben, Buzzanga, Davis & Becker, 1991), and perceived self-efficacy
(Heilman & Harbeck, 1997; Stage & Hossler, 2000) on students’ adaptation to
college. The research in this area cited above, and discussed in detail in
Chapter Two, come largely from the psychology literature; consequently, there
are few studies focusing on college students, and even fewer focusing on firstgeneration college students. Because such future studies would be focusing on
fundamentally abstract constructs such as self-esteem and perceived selfefficacy, as well as seeking to identify personal qualities not yet treated in the
literature, a phenomenological research approach would likely be most fruitful in
this endeavor.
Summary
Future directions suggested by the present inquiry include additional
empirical investigation around the constructs of knowledge, encouragement and
action; further identification of additional aspects of effective and detrimental of
parental influence on firsts; and studies that specifically distinguish firsts from
nonfirsts. Another fertile area for research is additional studies on the
relationship between a student’s habitus, how they perceive college, and the
decisions they ultimately make. Aspects of cultural capital, such as the effects of
differential access to material resources identified from the present data, would
provide focal variables for further study.
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Finally, building on the findings from the present study, an examination of
how individual personality traits are mediated by family influence provides yet
another area for future investigations. Such research should focus specifically on
first-generation college students, an area virtually nonexistent in the psychology
and student development literatures.
Closing Thoughts
All college students are not the same. This is not new information.
However, studies of “nontraditional” students are often limited by an inherent
assumption that this categorization refers to a relatively homogeneous
population. Until recently, definitions of nontraditional students were based on
demographical differences. Such students are older than the traditional college
age and live off-campus (Chartrand, 1992), attend college part-time (Bean &
Metzner, 1985), and/or are of low socioeconomic status (Cabrera & LaNasa,
2001). While it is now widely accepted that the term “nontraditional”
encompasses many different groups with different needs, only recently have
studies of nontraditional students focused on generational status. Consistent
with this recent data, that of the present inquiry confirms that first-generation
college students are indeed a distinct group with unique needs and concerns.
Our ability to effectively assist first-generation students has national
economic benefits as well as social ramifications. Increasing our knowledge and
understanding of the role played by social class in the college-going process will
assist stakeholders at the societal, governmental, institutional, and household
levels. These data can guide federal and state policy around financial aid and
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bridge programs, institutional attempts to deal with retention and persistence,
and families’ efforts to help their children attend and graduate from college
programs. Ultimately, the benefit is greatest for our society as a whole. Collegeeducated individuals are better qualified for the increasingly complex jobs and
career trajectories required in our society, and are also innovators, analytic
thinkers, and leaders. It no longer serves our needs to perpetuate educational
stratification in a global economy.
Consistent with existing data, yet cautionary of widely accepted
conceptualizations (Tinto, 1975, 1987), this study is noteworthy in that it goes
beyond the more easily quantifiable issues, such as differences in academic
preparation or trends in college choice. There is a fundamental difference in the
college-going experiences of first-generation students as compared to non-firstgeneration students. Traditional stage-oriented models (Tinto, 1975, 1987;
Hossler, Schmit & Vesper, 1999) have proved useful in understanding the
processes of college choice and adaptation as they are experienced by nonfirsts.
However, to understand the experiences of firsts, I suggest it is more useful to
focus on particular constructs that pervade the entire college-going process, from
childhood to college attendance, rather than to focus on temporal stages. The
larger process, incorporating the aspects of a student’s path to college within
their unique habitus and overall life trajectory, becomes more important to
understanding firsts, and distinguishing their unique experience from that of
nonfirsts. Additionally, I suggest that taking a habitus-based, field-oriented
approach yields information that is much more useful in guiding policymakers,
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teachers, administrators, and families in building bridges to success for these
students.
The construct-based model of parental support developed from the data in
this study is but one example of the research applications of this type of
approach. Focusing on these constructs is an especially effective way to
understand the field surrounding the students; in particular, the influence of
parental support within that field. Using this type of paradigm will enable
researchers to more effectively examine numerous other aspects of firsts’
college-going experiences, many of which were discussed earlier. Examining
less quantifiable factors will necessarily result in more studies using qualitative
methodologies. Such research will deepen our understanding of first-generation
college students, assist in transforming a college-going process characterized by
selectivity, stratification and social reproduction, to one of accessibility, equity,
and opportunities for social mobility, and fill in the details between the numbers.
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APPENDIX A
STUDENT INFORMED CONSENT
THE ROAD TO COLLEGE PROJECT
Student Participant Consent Form
You are being asked to participate in a study of community college students and their family
members. The purpose of the study is to explore the impact of family influence on firstgeneration community college students, using a series of interviews with students and family
members that will extend from the period just before college entrance to the end of the first year
of college.
You are being furnished with two copies of this informed consent, both of which should be signed
if you are willing to participate. Please retain one copy for your records and return the other copy
to me. Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the information
provided above, that you willingly agree to participate, but that you may withdraw your consent at
any time. If you have any questions about the research, you may contact me by phone~(508)
987-1469, or by email--mevita@aol.com.
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.

I will participate in four (4) interviews, of 1 to 1-1/2 hours each.

2.

The questions I will be asked concern my experiences in choosing to attend
college, enrolling in college, my experiences during your first year of college, and
my relationships with family members as I make the transition to college and
adapt to the college environment.

3.

The interviews will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.

4.

My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any
time. To preserve confidentiality in the final research report, pseudonyms will be
used for all participant names. In particular, information I choose to discuss in
individual interviews with the researcher will not be shared with family members
who might also be participating in this study.

5.

I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.

6.

I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other publication.
After the project is complete, I will be contacted with a summary of the results,
and I will have an opportunity to request additional details if I desire.

7.

I understand that the results will be used in Maria Vita Calkins’s doctoral
dissertation and may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional
journals for publication.

8.

I understand that if I participate throughout the research period (July 2003
through May 2004) I will receive an honorarium of $14 for each hour of
participation at the conclusion of the research period.

Participant Signature: _

Date: _

Researcher Signature: _

Date: _
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APPENDIX B
PARENT INFORMED CONSENT

THE ROAD TO COLLEGE PROJECT
Parent Participant Consent Form
You are being asked to participate in a study of community college students and their family
members. The purpose of the study is to explore the impact of family influence on firstgeneration community college students, using a series of interviews with students and family
members that will extend from the period just before college entrance to the end of the first year
of college.
You are being furnished with two copies of this informed consent, both of which should be signed
if you are willing to participate. Please retain one copy for your records and return the other copy
to me. Your signature below indicates that you have read and understand the information
provided above, that you willingly agree to participate, but that you may withdraw your consent at
any time. If you have any questions about the research, you may contact me by phone--(508)
987-1469, or by email--mevita@aol.com.
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that:
1.

I will participate in four (4) interviews, of approximately one hour each.

2.

The questions I will be asked concern my relationship with the student
participant, my knowledge of college and related topics (such as financial aid
application procedures), my feelings about college, my influence on the student
participant in terms of the decision to attend college, choosing a college,
enrolling, and adapting to the college environment.

3.

The interviews will be tape recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.

4.

My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any
time. To preserve confidentiality in the final research report, pseudonyms will be
used for all participant names. In particular, information I choose to discuss in
individual interviews with the researcher will not be shared with students who are
’ participating in this study.

5.

I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.

6.

I have the right to review material prior to the final oral exam or other publication.
After the project is complete, I will be contacted with a summary of the results,
and I will have an opportunity to request additional details if I desire.

7.

I understand that the results will be used in Maria Vita Calkins’s doctoral
dissertation and
may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals for
publication.

8.

I understand that if I participate throughout the research period (July 2003
through May 2004) I will receive an honorarium of $14 for each hour of
participation at the conclusion of the research period.

Participant Signature: ___

Date:

Researcher Signature: __

Date:
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APPENDIX C
STUDENT INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL
Background
1.

How old are you?

2.

Who is in your family?

3.

What do your parent(s) do for work?

4.

Where did you attend elementary, middle, and high school?

(Do you have any children?)

Prompts: If I’m not familiar with the schools, ask demographic questions.
(As needed—Did you earn a GED? What have you been doing since HS?)
5.

How would you describe your ethnic background?

6.

How would you characterize your relationship with your parent(s)?
Predisposition

7.

When is the first time you remember thinking about college?
-> How certain were you that college was something you might consider?
How would you describe your knowledge about college during the first
couple of years of high school)?
->

Prompts: Financial aid; specific institutions; types of colleges; entrance
requirements for college, college prep courses.
8.

When is the first time you remember your parents/family mentioning
college?
-> Did you have brothers or sisters who were attending/had attended
college?
Prompts: Going or not going; financial or academic issues; what you
might want to study in college; other types of postsecondary education
(e.g.t trade schools)

9.

Tell me about your experience in high school.
Prompts: Likes/dislikes; classes taken & how chosen; extracurricular
activities; work and community activities; friends; significant life events
while in high school.

10.

Did you take the SAT?
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What was the SAT like for you? (What were the hardest / easiest
parts?
Did you feel prepared?
How did you feel while you were taking the SAT?
->

-> What were your scores?
Knowledge about College
11.

When did you first start gathering additional information about college?
-> Where did you get the information?
Prompts: People (family, friends, teachers, counselors) & Materials
(brochures, school handouts, internet)
-> What would you say was the most important info, you received about
college?

12.

What, if anything, did your parents/family say or do during this period of
information-gathering?

13.

Have you ever visited a friend or relative at college?
Prompt: Did you stay overnight (if resid.)? Did you attend classes or a
college event with them?
College Choice

14.

How did you choose to attend QCC?
Prompt: Did you apply to any other schools? Was QCC your first choice?

15.

What, if anything, did your parents/family say or do during this time of
choosing?

16.

As of right now, what are your future career and/or educational plans?
Expectations about College

17.

Why do want to attend college?
Prompts: What is the highest degree you would like to earn?
Will college help you achieve particular career goals?
Will college further other personal goals that you have?

18.

What do you think college will be like?
-> What do you think you’ll enjoy the most?
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-> What do you think will be the greatest challenges for you:
19.

What other things will you be doing while you attend college?
Prompts: Planned concurrent activities such as job or family
responsibilities)

20.

What kinds of things, if any, have you done in preparation for fall?
-> What kinds of things, if any, have your parents/family said or done in
preparation for your impending college career?
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APPENDIX D
PARENT INTERVIEW #1 PROTOCOL
Background/Predisposition factors
1.

Tell me a little about your own background.
Prompts: Where did you attend school? Highest grade completed, family
background, likes & dislikes, hobbies, etc.

2.

Tell me a little about your life right now.
Prompts: Do you work outside the home? Are you involved in other
activities?
Do you have family responsibilities other than to the SP?

3.

Tell me a little about this family.
-> Anyone else currently or past attending college?

4.

How would you describe your relationship with the participant (insert name
here) during his/her early years?

5.

When is the first time you remember thinking about college in relation to
(name)?

6.

When is the first time you remember saving something about college to
(name)?

7.

When is the first time you remember (name) saving something to you
about college?
Knowledge about College

8.

How much did you know about college during the SP’s early childhood
years? At the time the SP started high school?
Prompts: Different types of colleges, types of financial aid, academics,
social life.

9.

Tell me about how the SP’s college plans developed during HS.
Prompts: At the start of high school, in the middle of HS, by the end of
HS.

10.

When did you first start gathering information about college, or when did
you start helping the SP gather information?
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-> Where did you get the information?
Prompts: People (family, friends, teachers, counselors) & materials
(brochures, school handouts, internet)
-> What would you say was the most important or helpful information you
received about college?
11.

What conversations with the SP do you recall from this period?
Prompts: Financial issues, college selection, discussing brochures or
school handouts, discussing preparations, such as SAT or HS courses.

12.

Did you and the SP visit any colleges or attend college-related workshops
Prompts: Financial aid nights at school, talking to a counselor, friends or
family members.

13.

Have you ever visited a friend or relative at college?
Prompt: Did you stay overnight (if residential)? Did you attend classes or
a college event?

14.

How would you characterize your relationship with the SP during the
period of
information-gathering about college?
Prompts: Cooperative, any changes, differing ideas, etc.
College Choice & Expectations

15.

Tell me about the final choice about college.
Prompts: At what point were you both pretty sure what you were going to
do?
What were the most important deciding factors in the choice?
Would you say anyone (aside from the SP) particularly influenced either of
you in the final decision?

16.

How do you feel about the choice now that college is about to begin?

17.

How do you think the SP is feeling about the choice?

18.

What kinds of things, if any, have you and/or the SP done in preparation
for the start of college?

19.

Do you have any particular concerns about the SP as s/he begins
college?

20.

How would you characterize your relationship with the SP right now?
Prompts: Cooperative, any changes, differing ideas, etc.
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